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It Has Begun The -Starset Series- Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 

| got the pleasure of meeting and seeing both bands perform last summer and loved the way that both men 
would interact with one another, and it got me thinking that maybe there was more between them that meets 
the eye. 


So | decided to create a fantasy/sci fi/romance story, with tons of angst.. 


| was sitting on the bridge of the ship, drifting through the endless vastness of space, alone in my solitude 
forest of steel and wires. Looking out the window, | could see the dark blanket of space all around me, 
surrounding me with a million pin points of light twinkling with an indescribable brilliance. | knew the names of 
each of those stars, even the smallest detail of how they came into existence, and where they belonged in the 
heavens. They were my constant companions, my best friends and my lovers, my guide to lead me to the 
edges of the universe and back again. There is something magical about outer space that entices us to explore 
every corner of it, always pushing one parsec further, in a quest for knowledge. To me, it was always the 
place | belonged. | was born with the Earth under my feet, the wind in my hair and the sun to warm my skin, 


but | always knew that | belonged someplace else. Out here, | could be whomever | wanted to be, there was no 


hatred, no ridicule, no pressure to turn me into the man that everyone always had wanted. The perfect son 
with a useless bit of academic paper, with his name on it, that meant nothing except an empty bank account. | 
never knew what freedom was until my feet left the shackles of earth and my spirit soared into the unknown 
In this place, | was who | was meant to be. | took control of my own life and showed everyone how wonderful it 
was to defy gravity and expectations. Rising up to my feet, | walked over to the heavy glass window and 


stared at those stars, my friends. Once upon a time, | craved companionship, now | had it. 


There's no hate, there's no love, only dark skies that hang above. | call your name as | walk alone, send a signal 


to guide me home. 
"Dustin." 


My brain registered a voice calling to me. | closed my eyes and wished it away. | don't want to leave here, not 
yet. Let me explore just a little longer. One more step into the unknown. Let me touch the light of one more 


star and feel it go supernova in my hand. 


"Dustin. Dustin. Hey man you've got to get up and get dressed, it's almost time to go meet the others." 
Others? Hmm? Slowly | opened my eyes as the bright early morning sunlight washed over me and the curtains 
were forcibly drawn open. | could just barely make out the silhouette of Brock skittering around my room, 
obviously far too jubilant and excited for this time of the morning. | threw my arm over my eyes and leaned 
back in bed. | could hear him rifling through things, as if searching for something. My blanket was suddenly 
yanked away and | groaned in protest. "Today's the big day, you've been working so hard for this, are you just 
going to sleep through it?" | nodded and wished that | was back in the silent space, devoured by black holes and 
exploding stars-anything would be better than my band mate's chipper mood. We had worked for years for 
today, he was right about that. It was the cumulative effort of each of us giving something up, sacrificing a 
little bit of ourselves and our lives to make something unique and wonderful. For me, it was letting some people 
whom | was close to down, in order to live my own life, to fulfill my own dream. Sure, we had tried this once 
before, defying all of those people who told us that leaving our education to be rock stars was a ridiculous 
idea, and we did fail. but something inside of me never gave up, it prompted me to only try harder and prove 


them all wrong. 
No one wants to hear your words, silly boy. 


Tossing the sheet aside and ignoring the obvious discomfort of my half naked body, Brock sat down on the 
edge of the bed and stretched his long legs out, sighing and looking up to the cracked ceiling of the hotel room. 
"This is what we've been waiting for! Finally done with all those small town clubs! | am telling you, it was pure 
luck that we landed this gig with Breaking Benjamin, Dustin. They could of chosen anyone to take with them on 
their tour, but they chose usl!" He took a moment to give me a rather hard punch in the shoulder. "Come on 


man, aren't you at the least bit excited? We get to open for a major act, people are finally gonna see us!" 


Sighing in resignation, | managed to pull myself up into a sitting position and glanced at my blurry reflection in 
the mirror. Even without my glasses, | knew that | must of looked like hell. Long nights of constant worry were 


my routine these last few days, and on several occasions consciousness could only be chased away by the 


bottle of whatever alcoholic beverage | could get my hands on. Everything | worked for was hanging by a small 
thread over my head, on the fate of the stars and another well known band. My dealings with Ben were over 
the phone and through the group's manager, | had never met any of them before, and this worried me more 
than anything. Nothing like putting all your eggs in one basket. These upcoming shows held the key to our 
future. And right now, gazing at the man who was staring back at me in that mirror wasn't going anywhere, 
anytime soon. "Yeah Dustin, you look like death." Brock got up and walked to the bathroom, grabbed a towel. 
"You've slept all day, so you better get your ass in gear and head on over to the event center, or else you're 


going to miss sound check.. and if that happens we're going to replace you with a trained monkey." 


"You know that they sent a monkey into space some years back." | muttered, in a half-ass attempt at 


sarcasm. 


He turned and headed for the door. "Yeah | know, and | bet it smelled better than you." Brock laughed and 
tossed the towel me, hitting me square in the face, and messing up my already badly bed matted hair. "Now 
that's a good look, | think we can work with that." 


| flipped him the bird and he left, heading down the hallway singing. 
Nothing could ever stop us from stealing our place in the sun. 


Hours later, half a day gone and sound check was done and the sun was starting to set. | glanced out the 
window and could see the long line of cars start to back up from the off ramp which led into the city. Our 
first performance and it was a sold out show. Thanks to Ben. | wasn't nervous, but anxious. We weren't a 
typical rock band, not by any means, we had our own style, our own sound, even our own unique look. | had a 
great bunch of guys backing me up, even though | made them wear very confining spacesuits even in the 
hottest of conditions. Yeah it was a gimmick, but it worked for us. What we put out on stage was the 
embodiment of who and what we are. Our music was more than well timed rhythm and chords, it had a 
meaning, a message. It was this message that | wanted to spread to anyone who would listen, and tonight | had 
a very willing audience. All | needed to do was pull it off. 


| opened my closet and pulled out the hanger which had a pristine white shirt on it, with a simple black bow tie 
draped around the top. This was my uniform, my safety blanket. | did not choose to wear anything flashy or 
distracting. | wanted to be simple, and to be me. The show was more about getting the message out there, the 
music and that meant more than anything to me. | pulled the shirt on, one arm at a time and then slowly 
buttoned it up. It was comforting and familiar, like home. Moving over the the mirror by the door, | followed 
the pattern to tie the bow tie, once, twice, three times. | couldn't seem to get it right. My fingers were 
shaking too much. Glancing over at the dark night sky beyond the floor length windows that led out to the 
balcony, | saw those heavenly stars start to glow far off on the horizon as the sun was setting. The warm 
hues of red,blue and gold comforted me, and | forced myself to calm down. | got the bow tied all nice and 
neatly, picked up my glasses and ran a hand through my hair. | was ready. Picking up my jacket and all access 
pass, | headed toward the hotel door and one last look out to the universe beyond. | was going to show them 


all. 


Four hours later, | returned to my hotel room. Everyone was celebrating and having a good time after the 
show, but | decided to slip out early, because | wanted to get myself more presentable in the privacy of my 
own room before hitting the town with the rest of the boys. The stage lights were so bright, they baked my 
skin and caused me to sweat more than I'd care to admit. My white shirt was sticking to me, and | grabbed a 
towel from back stage and looped it around my neck before | left. After promising everyone I'd be back in half 
an hour, | made it back and just got settled in, getting ready to shower when | heard a knock on the door. | 
wasn't expecting anyone. Did someone from the venue follow me here, and if so, should | have my phone out 
and ready to call for help? 


| opened the door slowly, the beads of sweat slowly trickled down my forehead and into my eyes, causing them 
to burn. Glancing out | saw a distorted figure in the hall, and heard a familiar voice. | used the towel around 
my shoulders to mop the moisture from my face, pushing up my glasses and readjusting them to find 
Benjamin standing before me, with a serious expression on his face. My heart skipped a few beats. 


"Is everything alright?" | asked, trying not to sound worried. 


Ben nodded and pointed to the hotel room beyond. "Uh huh. Can | come in, there's something that | would like to 


discuss with you.” 


Before | could answer, Ben stepped inside past me, moving with an unnatural feline grace that caught me 
slightly off guard and causing me to stagger just a bit. | stared at the imposing black figure moving into the 
room, speechless, caught in a awkward moment, before closing the door, and my gaping jaw as well. He was a 
man who easily commanded the attention of the room when he entered, and being alone with him made me feel 


a bit uneasy. 


As my hand left the door handle, | spun around on my heel and took a few steps toward him, smiling at my 
new visitor. "Ummm. Ya so your show was pretty bad-ass tonight Ben" 


Ben walked slowly around the room, stopping to pick up and open a beer and take a long drink out of the bottle, 
keeping his back towards me as he spoke. | tried my best to pretend that | wasn't the least bit nervous. "Yeah 
the crowd was great. Good energy from them tonight. Sold-out, as usual.” 


Aware that | was suddenly sweating more than usual, and my shirt was so damp with perspiration now, having 
not changed it after the show, | kept my distance from him, hoping that my smell wasn't too foul. "| want to 
thank you for giving us this chance.. We've been trying for years to get our Message out there, but no one 
was ever really ready to take a chance on a bunch of sci-fi geeks who learned to play guitar and write a 
couple songs. But you know, we're serious about all of this.” 


Walking over to the balcony window, Ben stared out to the vast night sky and took another drink from the 
bottle. "You know, | didn't come here for you to grovel in thanks Dustin. | know talent when | see it, | don't want 


or need appreciation. We're solid." 


Hearing his words, | started to feel nauseous. A knot started to form in my throat, cutting off the air from 


my lungs. | slowly approached Ben, taking each step across the room with caution, almost as if walking on 
broken glass. | didn't know where this conversation was going, and | was afraid of the unknown My hands were 
shaking and | clutched onto the towel around my neck with white knuckles and swallowed, forcing the air to go 
back into my body. "Was there something that--" my words were cut off before he could complete the 
thought. 


"That | wanted?" Ben turned around and | took a sharp intake of breath. Our eyes caught and met for a 
moment, leaving me in a trance like state. A light from somewhere outside flashed momentarily, illuminating 
Ben's graceful form, dressed in all black from head to toe, with porcelain white skin and those iridescent, 
beautiful gray eyes. It was like looking at the visage of the angel of death, all dark and reeking of something 
sinister, and yet so majestic, elegant, almost ethereal. Those eyes were so deep, so endless that | just wanted 
to jump into them and lose myself completely, surrendering my body and soul over to that iridescent ocean of 
mercury. He moved across the room, closing the space between the two of us to only a foot. The nearness of 
our bodies being so close made me start to feel as though there were a thousand volts of electricity shooting 
down my spine. This was clearly not the type of visit that | had expected. "What | wanted is to tell you that | 


saw something tonight." 


My hands clutched onto the towel as though it were my only lifeline for a dying man. Something in the back of 
my head told me that | should step away, back down, diffuse this tense situation, but my feet refused to 
move. | looked to Ben over the rim of my glasses, wanting answers. "What--what did you see?" | asked, afraid 


of the answer. 


Reaching up, Ben took hold of the damp towel and pulled it from my grasp. | let it slip through my fingertips 
and crumple to the floor. Ben's fingers caught the edge of my bow tie and he pulled at it, letting the neat bow 
slowly unwrap as it made a hissing noise, slipping away from the soft skin and falling away to meet the 
discarded towel on the floor. Thinking it was some sort of joke, | started to say something, but was quickly 
hushed with the touch of Ben's finger on my lips. A rush of color ran across my face, making me feel feint 
and light headed. Ben's fingertips had a slightly rough texture to them, from years of playing guitar, but yet 
they were as soft as silk as he slid them down over my jawbone, and curled around it, giving him leverage to 


tilt my head up so that he could gaze into my eyes again. 


| inhaled sharply as his other hand went up to my neck and with a quick motion, unbuttoned the top button of 
my shirt collar, and then the next, then followed by a third, leaving the shirt fall open and the glistening skin of 
my throat exposed. | swallowed hard as Ben then pressed his body against mine, the warmth of his skin 
seemingly burning through the thin fabric covering his firm form. Ben leaned in and brought his lips to the 
shell of my ear, keeping his tone low and quiet as he spoke, making me struggle to hear, even though there 
were no other sounds in the room. "I saw you Tonight, and | knew that | had to have you, you are meant to be 
mine." Hearing these words, two possibilities ran through my mind. The very first one was a initial gut reaction, 
the flight or fight response. This is not normal, we are both men, we shouldn't be together, this isn't what is 


accepted. 


But yet my mind raced with the thought that this IS what | wanted. | wanted to feel the touch of his fingers 


on my skin, | wanted him to be near me, | wanted his eyes to look only at me, and | wanted my body to be 


wrapped around his. Every nerve in my system was on fire and | was barely able to control the tremors that 


ran down my spine. 
Could you come and change me? Take away everything | am. Everything | am. 


The air in the room had changed, became heavy and thick and it had invaded my lungs. Ben pulled away from 
me slowly and | started to breathe again. Was | holding my breath, and if so, for how long? "I don't understand. 
um, what do you mean?" | managed to stammer out a few syllables but listening to my own voice, made me 


cringe. It sounded like a stranger. 


What appeared to possibly be a smile tugged at the edge of Ben's pink lips. | couldn't tell because he always had 
such a serious exterior, at least to the public, cool and calm were his norms. This fact itself frightened me. 
How can someone with such creativity, and talent always manage to keep his poise? And more importantly, why 
had these emotions suddenly come to the surface? He turned away from me and picked up his beer again, 
taking a long drink from it and walking back over to the window. | followed him, but kept my distance, not 
wanting to be washed over with that feeling of vertigo again. "Look outside, Dustin. Tell me what you see." 


| pushed my black rimmed glasses up on my nose and glanced out the window. It was a beautiful night. The 
traffic leaving the concert had died down considerably now, leaving a few stray streaks of red brake slights 
trailing down the highway, dulled only by the yellow incandescent glow of the street lights. | had lost all sense 
of time. After the concert, | told Brock and the others that I'd only be a short time, but now it seemed like it 
was either the late hours of the night or early morning | couldn't tell. All | could see were those shimmering 
silver stars lining the heavens, each burning with their own individual brilliance. To me, this was my own 
personal heaven “An ocean of stars. The vastness of space. A place filled with wonder and mystery, waiting to 


be discovered. A place where | can belong. " 
Ben remained motionless, his eyes still trained on the sky. "And what do you see in yourself?" 


| walked over and joined him at the window. The cool air was creeping in and was soothing on my warm flesh. | 
thought of a quick answer to his question, but | knew that it not be one he would want to hear, because it 
wasn't the truth. | never really thought that | was a person worth anything to anyone. Countless years spent 
alone, doing research made me my only friend. Sure, there were times when | craved human interaction but | 
found out the hard way that they always let me down. Humans were so unpredictable, unreliable, 
untrustworthy. Humans were sohuman When | am alone, | am at peace. What do | have to offer to others? | 
could expose my fragile heart to them, and offer this thing called love, but it would inevitably be shattered, 
exploded into a thousand pieces, leaving me with nothing but an endless black hole. | couldn't offer this sort of 
affection to anyone. | had my intellect, my knowledge to share with others, but every time that | put myself 
out there, there was always someore to tell me that my theories were ludicrous, insane, the stuff of madmen. 
| could show them a brand new galaxy full of never before seen wonders and they'd crucify me for sticking 
my nose where it didn't belong. Ben's question still rattled around my head. How could | answer it truthfully? 
What did | see in myself that would be worth mentioning? | looked outside, almost as if searching for an 
answer and then | found it. "What | see in myself. is a person who has been doubted, accused, ridiculed and 


hated for the things that he believes in" | felt my hands clenching into tight fists, my fingernails biting into 


the soft part of the palm of my hands. "But even through all of that, through the worst times of my life, I've 
always had music to see me through it. It's the single one thing that I've been able to hold on to. It never 
leaves or betrays me. | am able to communicate and express myself no other way. When | am standing on that 
stage, and the melody starts to play, and | can hear the crowd calling to me, its the best feeling ever. | am 
taken out of this world momentarily and transported to a place that I've created" | stopped for a moment and 
took a deep breath, hoping that my words were reaching him. "So when you ask me, what | see in myself the 
answer is simple! see a man who has the capacity to create great things, take a person to wonderful worlds 
with a complicated melody and meaningful lyrics." Hearing myself say out loud things that | would never give 
voice to made me feel ecstatic. | felt a sense of excitement and purpose that | thought | had long since lost. 
Feeling this confidence, | looked at Ben, who was watching me intently with those miraculously gray eyes, and 
this time | did not shy away or become flustered. | was standing next to my equal. "This is my mission, my 
message." 


Silence. The room seemed to fill up to the brim with it. Did | say something wrong? Did | misinterpret the 
question. Perhaps he wanted something a bit more simple for an answer, not a deep retrospective of my life 
as a whole. Damn it, | overcomplicated things again with my constant psycho analyzing myself and those around 
me. | hated the fact that this always happened. Why couldn't | give a one or two word response instead? | took 
off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. What time was it anyway? Everything was so still, so quiet. Before | knew 
it, Ben was standing directly in front of me again, and took my glasses out of my hand, tossing them onto the 
couch. | looked at him with a bit of confusion and wonder. That's when he put a hand on either side of my 
face, holding my head firmly between them and brought his lips over mine, delivering a passionate, deliberate 
kiss so intense that | thought my knees would give way and my body crumple to the floor. My eyes closed and 
| sank into his embrace, letting my arms reach out and slide down his body, resting on his hips. | felt every 
wrinkle and seam in the fabric of his shirt and the feverish warmth of the pale skin underneath. Now more 
than ever, every part of me wanted every part of him. Those warm lips were so soft and inviting, | wanted to 
devour them. Not being able to help myself, | deepened the kiss, and lifted the edge of his shirt a few inches, 
letting my fingers explore the naked flesh of this beautiful man. To my surprise, he ended the kiss, but left his 


lips resting against mine, letting them brush over mine as he spoke in that husky low baritone voice. 
"| found in you what was lost in me . in a world so cold and empty." 


My words. He was using my words, my lyrics! | let out a slight moan and felt him push me back against the 
window. The air left my lungs as my back hit the glass momentarily stunning me. | could feel the chill behind 
me, and the warmth of his body from the front. It was like fire and ice. Both sensations at the same time, 
sending my nerves into shock. The scent of the sweat from my own body and the beer on his breath caused 
me to reel just a bit, and he pressed his hands against my chest, holding me up. | rested the back of my head 
against the glass, and closed my eyes for a moment as he pulled at the folds of my shirt, and exposed my 
chest. | could feel each small movement of his icy fingers as they pushed the material away from my body. 
Bending down slightly, he used those fingers to push my head to the side and bring his lips to my neck, kissing 
a line vertically down, following a thick blue vein that lurked just below the surface of my skin. The first few 
kisses were tender and gentle but as he dipped lower and lower, they became more intense, and lingered longer. 
Nearly reaching my collar bone, | could feel a slight pinch as his teeth grazed over the skin of my throat, and 
| realized that these kisses were becoming bites. 


| winced slightly, the sharp sting of his teeth grazing over my skin totally unexpected. "Ben. |." No idea what | 
was even trying to say, | drew my lower lip into my mouth to stop myself from saying anything else. More 
likely, | was afraid that | would moan his name and be totally embarrassed. | could feel the warmth of his 
breath on my skin, and the slight touch of one of his hands as it played across the flat plane of my chest. His 
fingers traced invisible filigree patterns around my nipples, concentric circles growing larger as they started to 
descend further down my body, finding their way to my navel, where he spread each fingertip out and arched 
them, letting his nails bite into the soft flesh of my stomach. My back arched against the window, and | closed 
my eyes, reeling in the exquisite sensation. | could tell that my hands were trembling, so | slid them up the 
sides of his body underneath the shirt and pressed the palms of my hands over his pecs. The temperature of 
his skin went from warm to feverish in a matter of moments. It felt like fine porcelain, so delicate and smooth, 
almost doll like. Almost as if in response, he dropped his hand down, further below my stomach to the 
waistband of my jeans. My heart started beating rapidly. My lips parted and | let out a small moan as he 
flicked the steel button open with one fluid motion. | gripped hold of him and opened my eyes, looking down, | 
could see that he was enjoying the pleasurable discomfort that he was putting me through. | wanted more, | 
needed more and that's exactly what he gave me. Pinching the top of the zipper, he pulled it down, and | could 
hear as each of the metallic teeth were separated, one by one. | slid my hands back out of his shirt, just as 
one of his hands dipped slightly into my jeans, parting the denim and pushing those bony fingers down into the 
warm recess between my legs, taking hold and giving me a tight squeeze. | let out a loud cry, cursing myself 
for breaking the silence of the empty room. | clutched at the front of his shirt and gathered handholds of the 
fabric, pulling on it tightly. | could hear buttons pop off and rattle onto the floor. | bit down hard on my 
bottom lip, not wanting him to hear me calling out again, but the moan lodged itself in my throat, and | forced 
my teeth down harder into the flesh, then heard a popping noise and felt a rush of coppery tasting liquid 
starting to ooze down my chin Seeing the blood start to trickle down the corner of my mouth, Ben shifted his 
grasp on me, wiggling his fingers between my sensitive flesh and the too-tight confines of my pants. It was 
almost unbearable. Bringing his face up to mine, he licked at the line of blood, flicking it with his tongue and 
cleaned it away. His eyes flashed with delight as he then kissed the corner of my mouth, devouring my lips 
with intense delight. | reached up with one hand and ran my fingers through the dark, silken locks of his hair, 
as the other pressed hard into his chest. He parted my lips with his tongue, and slipped it into my mouth. An 
explosion of sensations assailed me all at once. | could just make out the slight taste of the beer that he had 
been drinking, along with the thick coppery distinct taste of blood mixed together. His fingers curled around my 
shaft, still painfully encased in it's fabric prison, and started to lightly stroke it. | inhaled deeply, taking in the 


breath from his lungs into mine and gave into the euphoria. 


Somewhere off in the distance, | heard a very light tapping. Or was it the pounding of my heart? It was 
beating so fast that | thought it would break through the bones of my chest. My eyes fluttered open and 
closed as our bodies became aroused and excited with even the slightest touch. Suddenly, he broke off our kiss 
and pulled away, and it was like all the lights going off in a room. | was left confused and worried. Resting his 


forehead against mine, he whispered my name. "Dustin?" 
| struggled for a moment to regain my voice. "Ben. please don't stop. | need you." 


Ben rested a hand alongside my cheek "Listen to me. | need to know if you want this. | need to hear it from 


you before we go any further. | do not want you to regret your decision” 


Words. what was he saying? He was pulling away from me, taking that feverish warmth with him, and my body 
started to cool off, and become numb. | reached out for him, he did not back away but he also did not respond 
to me. Without a shirt on | noticed how cold the room was, and | started to shiver. "Please, don't leave me like 


this." 


He reached up and placed his other hand alongside of my face, holding my head still like he had done earlier, 
and made me gaze into his eyes. "Dustin, stop for a moment, take a breath." There was the tapping sound 
again, | could hear it more loudly now, what was it? "You have to tell me that you really, truly want this, that 
you would be willing to leave everything behind for this." 


| forced myself to concentrate on his words. Damn that tapping sound was getting louder. Why wouldn't it go 
away? What time was it? Is that rain on the window? | did as he said and took a moment to collect myself, my 


thoughts were all over the place. "I've never felt like this before. | am so confused, what are you asking me?" 


"You see things." he pointed out to the horizon, where | could no longer see the stars in the sky. A heavy 
cover of clouds had rolled in, blanketing everything with a thick, ominous haze. My sanctuary was being 
invaded. "Things that others do not. You find beauty in chaos, light inside a vacuum of space, and history in the 
future. When | heard your voice sing for the first time, and you so passionately sung about these things, | 
was fascinated. Almost instantly, | fell in love with all these ideas and theories that you were so desperately 
trying to show to others. | had to find out for myself what other revelations belonged to this man. What | am 
offering you is a chance to expand on these dreams." | was listening to him intently, hanging on every single 
word, then noticed the tone in his voice changed, dropped and became intensely serious. "I only require one 
small thing, and in the grand scheme of things, it's really really just a small thing." | cringed at the way he 
emphasized the word small. "If that is what you seek, then say it." Ben whispered, his breath on my skin. "Say 
the words that will let you become what you are truly meant to be. To see what's beyond the horizon and to 
the universe beyond. All | ask is so little. Tell me that you are ready for this, to feel and experience things 


that you could have never of imagined." 


| was still so confused in my mind as to what he was asking. All| was aware of his how close he was to me 
again, and that warm feeling is all | wanted to be surrounded by. He could be asking me to do the impossible 
and | would agree at this point. He was an truly intoxicating person, and | so desperately wanted to drown in his 
whole being. The rain had stopped outside and | could just make out a dim haze of fog rolling in and down the 
empty road as he led me back towards the windows. The streetlights illuminated his figure as he placed his 
hand on my shoulder and then ran his fingers down my bare shoulders. His fingertips left burning marks on 
each of my nerve endings. My eyes fluttered and the wave of ecstasy washed over me again A small moan 
escaped my throat and | reached out for him. My body knew the answer to his question before my lips would 
say it. 


Ben grabbed hold of my wrists, squeezing them tightly. It wasn't pleasurable at all, instead it was excruciatingly 
painful. | never realized how strong he was. The tips of my fingertips started to go numb. "Stop putting 
yourself through this torment, Dustin. | can do wonders for you." Tightening his grip on my arms, he leaned in 


and kissed the side of my cheek, and it felt awkward, almost tempestuous. Why the image of Judas kissing 
Jesus in Garden of Gethsemane flashed into my head, | wasn't sure. | swallowed hard, forcing the knot in the 
back of my throat to go back down. His fingernails dug into the flesh of my wrist, biting into the soft skin. "I 


won't ask again, last time. say it” His voice raised. "SAY ITI, one word is all | need” 


My mouth formed the word and the sound came out of my throat before | could even think. "Yes." | 
whispered, tasting each syllable as they ran over my lips. Benjamin's serious face beamed with a devilish smile. 
| felt him release my wrists and move my body back against his, pulled in by some unexplained magnetic force 
as he leaned in to kiss me. Those warm, soft lips felt so wonderful against mine, and his embrace was totally 


enveloping, and blanketing me with a soothing sensation of euphoria. 


He whispered against my lips and his voice was loud and clear as it ran through my head. "Thank you, Dustin" | 
couldn't help but to let my body finally give into the urges and desires it was so craving. | pulled Ben's black 
shirt up and over his head, marveling at the perfectly chiseled torso in front of me. | was right, his skin was 
as smooth and perfect as marble, everything that my deluded mind had wanted it to me. Lines of dark colored 
tattoos danced up and down his forearms, the unmistakable trademark of someone in the music business. He 
wore no jewelry, and didn't need it at all, for the pale gray gemstone irises of his eyes were all he needed for 
adornment. | wanted all of this clothes off, all at once, at this very moment. | was desperate to have contact 
with him. | fumbled for the belt on his jeans, but he stopped me and | looked on, somewhat confused. Were 
there rules to this sort of encounter? | had never engaged in this type of seduction before and now | began to 
worry. How would | know what he wanted? How can | please him and make him feel the same excitement as | 


was feeling. 


"Now | can show you exactly how you can please me." he chortled. | didn’t like the tone in his voice. Ben pulled 
his arm back, and | watched in dull fascination at his movements, almost in slow motion as he suddenly shot it 
forward again and with a full force blow, plunged it right into my chest. A searing, blinding wave of pain shot 
through my body and almost instantly | started choking on my own blood. | gaze at him questioningly.. and then 
| saw him change. His eyes when from the dusty gray colour, to an intense red, blazing from some inner power 
deep within His back arched and he hunched over slightly, and | watched in horror as two enormous wings 
sprung from his back. As soon as they were free, the unfurled them, sending hundreds of black pin feathers 
falling down around us. The blood from the wound on my chest started dripping down, the warmth reminding 
me that he had pretty much just punched a hole through me. | looked down and watched as he withdrew his 
arm, covered in blood from the wound and removed my still beating heart. The pain was so intense. | 
immediately dropped to my knees and clutched at the hole, trying so desperately to keep what little life blood | 
had inside of me, but then | realized that | was still breathing. | looked up to see him standing over me. The 
nails on his right hand had formed razor sharp talons, which were gripping my heart. How could | still be alive? 
"You are alive, Dustin because | will it so. This. organ is just symbolic, the pact as been made, and this chunk 
of useless flesh is to seal the deal.” 


A wave of nausea cover came me and | heaved a mouthful of blood onto the carpet. Here | was, down on my 
knees in front of Benjamin. no. this wasn't Ben. This was something else, some sort of demonic being that came 
here to slaughter me. A nightmare made flesh and bone, playing with the thin thread of life that | still had 
remaining. "Why... wh--" was all that | could get out. 


Ben cocked his head to the side, and gazed down at me. Even through all the pain, as | looked up at him and our 
eyes met, | still thought that he was the most beautiful thing that | had ever seen in my life, and even if my 
life ended in the next few moments, it was well worth it. "I told you before, Dustin.. | chose you because you 
are different than others. You are a dreamer. You dare to stand against the world when everyone else is 
telling you to back down. | wanted you from the first moment that | laid eyes on you, and | am sure that you 
wanted the same thing too." As he spoke, he brought the heart up to his eye level and held it out, the blood 
was now everywhere. Off in the distance, the tapping | heard earlier started again, this time becoming louder 
and louder. It sounded more persistent now. "You needed to be set free from these earthly shackles, and | did 


just that" 
"What are you---" | grumbled. 


"Does it matter?" Ben flattened out his fingers and the heart suddenly burst into flames and then when out. 
The disgusting scent of burning flesh assailed my nostrils, and made me gag even more. He walked over to me 
with those magnificent wings trailing out behind him and let the ashes fall to the floor in front of me. Reaching 
down, he wrapped his fingers around my neck and pulled me back up to my feet. A gurgle of blood reached the 
top of my throat and spilled out of my mouth as the room began to spin and lurch. "Are you going so fast? | 
thought you'd be able to enjoy these moments a bit better. Really appreciate them. Remember, this is what 


you wanted. " 


The pain in my chest from the torn tendons, broken bones and blood loss was excruciating. Every part of my 
body screamed out in pain, and all | wanted was for it to stop. | felt myself begin to lose consciousness. 


"Please.. Ben.. end this." 


Ben snarled at me. "What? Now you beg for me to end this, the most fantastic journey of your entire life? 
Maybe | was wrong about you after all." 


A single tear fell from my eye, and | felt him sigh. He then took hold of my neck and hurled my body back 
toward the large patio window. | had the sensation of the cool air hitting me as my body broke through the 
glass and landed in a crumpled heap outside. Ben trodded over and gave me ore last kiss on the cheek. "Don't go 
dark on me, Dustin" he rose and jumped from the railing and disappeared. It was early morning now, and the 
rain had turned to snow during the night. | looked around at the red splotches that were staining the concrete, 


seeping into the new fallen snow. 


There was the tapping noise again. | struggled to focus on it. Everything went dark. There was no pain, no 
feeling, just a black nothingness. The inky black surrounded me, and it felt warm and comforting at first. 
Clutching at my chest, | found nothing wrong. No wound, no torn bits of flesh and muscle left exposed. | was 
wearing my white shirt, pristine and clean, along with the simple black bow tie. My glasses were even back on 
my face. | closed my eyes for a moment, letting the coolness wash completely over me, and felt a soft light 
emanating from somewhere beyond. | cautiously opened my eyes and gazed out into the vast universe beyond. | 
was now standing a hill top, overlooking a rocky canyon, totally devoid of any signs of life. It was night, but the 
illumination that | perceived was that of a hundred billion stars high above my head, each shining with a unique 


brilliance of their own. Their silver starlight washed away the darkness and bathed me in their phosphorescent 
incandescence. Occasionally a bright trail of light would flicker and cascade across the heavens, leaving a halo of 
stardust in its wake, making the sight before me even more surreal. | glanced down and saw that | was 
standing on a narrow ledge, my feet covered in red dust that swirled up around my ankles as | moved. Leaning 
forward, | cautiously struggled to look down to see what was below me, but all | could see were ominous; 
churning mist that seemingly went on forever. | wasn't quite ready to test the limits of what was beyond that 
yet. No wind or air currents of any kind circulated here in this place, and strangely enough it wasn't hard to 
breathe. The temperature was perfect, almost artificial. Where was |? The only familiarity | had was the very 
subdued sound of tapping off in the distance. It was the same as in the hotel room. | shouted, just to hear my 
own voice, and was met with nothing, not even an echo. This disturbed me. | kicked a loose stone off the edge 
of the cliff and watched as it plunged into the swirling mists that consumed it. | turned on my heel to see 
what was behind me and there was nothing, absolutely nothing. the mist that churned below me, also hid 
whatever was behind me. | took a few steps away from the edge of the cliff and into the void of darkness 
behind me. The mists seemed to have a life of their own, swirling and creeping around my ankles, viscous and 
snake like. Everything was changing. | kept walking and noticed that my legs and feet were starting to become 
heavy. Each step became more and more laborious. Beads of sweat broke out on my brow and it became hard 
to breathe. | stopped for a moment, leaning over and rested my hands on my knees, gasping for air. A sense of 
foreboding came over me. | knew that | had to get out of this weird place. The sooner, the better. | stood up 
and without even thinking, | started running, trying to break off the invisible weights on my feet. My arms 
pumped and my chest heaved. The mists separated as | barreled through them, and the red dust covering the 
ground filtered up, and | reluctantly inhaled it. My lungs immediately started burning, and each breath felt like | 
was swallowing a thousand razor blades. | started to cough, but | refused to give in. | wouldn't be a prisoner to 
this. wrongness. Running as fast and as hard as | could, the pain inside started to overcome me. The small 
amount of oxygen that | managed to take in through gasps and coughs wasn't enough to sustain me and | 
tripped and crumpled to the ground in a miserable heap. A series of dry heaves overcame me and | 


surrendered myself to them and wretched uncontrollably. 
"| can feel you running, running. every night from the same darkness." 


My own lyricshe was mocking me. Laughing almost. A tear formed in the corner of my eye and | blinked it 
away. What was he doing to me? How was this hallucination was supposed to be something that | wanted? For 
all | knew, this void could very much go on forever, and | would be trapped here in my own purgatory. | looked 
up to the heavens again, and saw all those beautiful stars up there in the cosmos, so far away, completely out 
of reach. | had been so greedy in my thoughts, insisting that others leave me to my solitude, and then yet 
craving human interaction so badly. Ben was the only person | had ever let get that close to me in a long time, 
and now that he was gone, | felt remorseful, that | took advantage of him, so desperately needed him that | 
failed to even serious consider what he was asking of me. Was being able to reach out and physically touch 
another human being so damned important, that | could throw everything away for it? This isn't who | was. | 
sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. How could | be so foolish? | wanted to be back there, standing on 
that stage full of people, | wanted to feel the rush of a thousand voices all singing along with mine, seeing the 
room light up with all their faces, spreading the Message. Whatever Ben had taken away from me, it was a 
crucial part of who | was, and | felt empty without it, | had to get it back. One way or another, | was going to 


return. 


Pulling myself together, | rose to my feet and took a long deep breath. It was time to leave this limbo. My 
boots crunched loudly on the ground as | walked back over to the edge of the cliff and paused to collect 
myself. | was slowly starting to pull it together, or.maybe | was finally starting to lose it? Those beautiful 
silver stars were watching over me as | took another step toward the edge, but | didn't look down this time. 
Instead, | kept my eyes trained on those stars and planets, they were guiding me home. | could now hear that 
tapping sound once again, this time more prominently than ever before and | was able to tune in on it and hear 
it more clearly. | started to walk in that direction. It wasn't a tapping after all, but a dull knocking, which 
became louder and louder with each step | took It was only a matter of minutes until my left foot stepped out 
and | toppled over the edge of the cliff. | was now falling, flying, sinking into the murky depths of nothing. The 
knocking stopped. Someone started calling my name. "Dustin. * was | hearing things again? | closed my eyes. 
"Dustin, Dustin. ." | was finally at peace, and then | felt a touch. A real, physical touch. Someone was shaking 
me. "Hey man, wake up." | struggled to pry my eyes open, the bright mid day sun was searing my eyeballs, so 
intense and painful that | closed them and held them shut. | could now hear other voices around me. Familiar, 
somehow. "Oh man, is he even alive? How did he get out there? What happened last night? Should we call a 
doctor? Let's get him up." | was suddenly and very violently forced to my feet. | opened my eyes and squinted 
against the light and started to shiver. | was outside on the balcony of the hotel, with my shirt hanging open, 
my bare skin exposed to the freezing cold elements. It was snowing and the wind was whipping against my face, 
lashing out with a icy coldness that froze me right down to my bones. My closest friend and band mate Brock 
had his arms around me, helping me to my feet. He was the one that was calling to me. 


| blinked against the sun and whispered to him. "Brock? How did you get here?" 


"Hey, just relax man we got you. Here come inside. You'll freeze to death out there." There were others around 
me, talking, gesturing, but | could only focus on Brock's voice. He was trying so hard to keep calm, keep me 
calm but there was a underlying note of worry. He sat me down on the couch and threw a thick blanket over 
me. | pulled it tight over my damp shoulders. 


"What---" my voice momentarily left me and Brock reached out to put his arm around me. | leaned in against 
him for warmth. "What happened?" Someone brought a cup of coffee and handed it to me, | accepted it and 


wrapped my fingers over the porcelain. 


"Last night, after the show you disappeared. You told us that you were coming back here to change and were 
going to meet us but you never did. It started to get late and no one could reach you, so we decided to pop in 
and find out what was keeping you. When we arrived, we could hear you talking, calmly at first to someone, and 
then you started shouting. We were pounding on your door for half an hour but when you didn't answer, we 
got the management to let us in Glad we did too, because we found you outside on the balcony with the doors 
open, covered in snow, half frozen and looking like you were dead. | don't know what happened to you man, but a 


little while longer and you wouldn't of made it. What happened?" 


| listened to his story and shivered, not because of the coldness, but because | could not explain anything that 
happened. What was | supposed to tell him anyway? It had to be some sort of dream, maybe | drank too much. 
There was no way that | could tell him the truth, even if | understood what the truth was. Did Benjamin really 


come into my room seduce me, turn into a demon and rip my heart out, only to throw me through the 
window and leaving me trapped in purgatory? It even sounded ridiculous in my head. Looking around the room, 
other than the open window that they had slammed shut there was no sign of anything amiss. Brock was 
looking at me with a expectation, waiting for my answer. | didn't know what to say to him, even a convincing lie 
might sound completely ludicrous at this point. | took a long drink from the cup, giving myself a few extra 
moments to think of something. | exhaled and kept my gaze trained on the cup, watching the steam rise up and 
took a long breath. "Brock, | honestly don't know what happened. | have no memory of last night after the 
show, | must of blacked out." 


| waited for his accusation, his request for more information, but instead, he smiled at me and gave me a 
reassuring nod. "It's alright man. We've got a car coming to take you to the hospital to get you checked out, 


you were out there for hours, and it's better to make sure that you're ok" 


Shaking my head, | sat the half full cup of coffee down on the table. Being cooped up in a medical facility was 
the last place that | wanted to be. All | wanted is to get warm again and try to make sense of what happened. 
"No Brock there's no need" The mass of people that had barged into my room was slowly starting to dwindle. 
There was a representative of our label there, some PR people from the venue, and too many of the nosy 
hotel staff to count. "What | would really like is a hot shower, and some drier clothing. After that, then we can 
talk." 


"Oh yeah sure man, why do you go hit the shower and I'll take care of things here." He looked at me warily. 
"As long as you're alright?" | nodded, and started to head towards the bathroom, keeping the blanket clutched 
against my chest. “But don't think that | am going anywhere. I'm staying right here with you." 


Smiling to myself, | headed to the bathroom and locked the door behind me. Brock was such a friend, | had no 
right to turn him away. Slowly, | peeled off my clothing and stood in front of the mirror, looking at my 
disheveled appearance. My hair was a mess, going every which way, | had huge, blueish bags under my eyes, 
and my skin was so pale that it was almost translucent. | went to the shower and turned on the hot water, to 
let the room warm up and then returned to the mirror to take another look. The steam had almost instantly 
started to build up and | reached out to wipe it away, then seeing the image before me, staggered back against 
the wall. It was not my reflection gazing back at me, but that of Ben, in his demonic form with those burning 
red eyes staring right at me. | involuntarily let out a cry loud enough to be heard outside. The image in the 
mirror smiled at me with a carnivorous, indecent smile with a mouthful of razor sharp teeth, dripping with 
blood. | heard his voice in my head. 


"Take away everything | am" 
| slammed my head against the back of the wall and slid down, my naked flesh slipping over the moist tiles and 
grabbed my knees rocking back and forth uncontrollably. Squeezing my eyes shut, | tried to purge everything 


from my mi nd. 


Then | felt his fingertips touch my cheek. 
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| put my hands over my ears to stop the sound of his voice, but it was inside of my head, repeating the 
lyrics over and over. The voice reverberated inside of my skull and rattled against my brain, sending painful 
pulses down my spine. | slammed my head back against the tile wall of the bathroom, to get his voice out, and 
| heard him laugh. He was mocking me. Then | felt his hand reach out and touch my cheek. | lashed out, trying 
to get him away from me. | opened my eyes to find Brock standing over me, looking pale and shaking just as 


much as | was. | blinked a few times, trying to clear my vision to be sure that | wasn't hallucinating. 
"Dustin?" he asked gingerly. 
‘I'm ok" | stammered, trying to collect myself as best as | could. 


Brock looked back over his shoulder to the sink area and | followed his gaze. The mirror that hung over the 
sink was broken, shattered into a hundred fragments that now lay upon the floor glistening with their silvery 
brilliance so brightly in the dim bathroom light. Among the shards were also multiple thick droplets of blood, 
some smeared, others still perfectly irregular dotting the white marble floor with a fascinating pattern | felt a 
stinging sensation in my hand and instinctively glanced down, and stared dully at the lacerations running across 
my knuckles still slightly oozing. Apparently, | had punched the bathroom mirror. Brock grabbed a towel and 
wrapped it around my hand. "That's it; we're going to the hospital, Dustin. | don't know what's going on with you, 
but this.." he gave my hand a squeeze. "This is nuts. You might need stitches, and mental help.. And we've got 


to cancel the show for tonight, you can miss one...or two..you need a break. " 


The show? Fuck! | had completely forgotten that we were scheduled for another performance. Ben would be 
there. How could | face him after what happened last night? Did it really even happen? How could | rationalize 
that he was actually some sort of demon that was haunting my thoughts. | couldn't. Plain and simple, whatever 
was happening to me was my own fault, | was overworked, exhausted both mentally and physically. Everything 
that happened was a product of my overworked imagination A good days rest and recuperation would do me 
well. | gave Brock a reassuring smile and took a deep breath. "It's just an exhaustion thing. I'm going to be 
alright. Help me get up here and dress this wound, we'll pack up and get our shit out of here and hit the road. 
Ill get some sleep on the bus. And you can even watch over me there if it makes you feel better." | think that 
hearing myself say those words were in an attempt to convince both of us that everything was going to sort 


itself out. 


He gave me a sideways glance, almost as if considering packing me up and shipping me off to the asylum 
instead of the bus, but he gave in to his better judgment and stood up, pulling me to my feet for the second 
time in one day, ignoring my apparent nakedness. "All right man, get in that shower. | am going to stay right 
here and clean this mess up. When you're finished we're going to get the hell out of here." | nodded and 
stepped into the shower, turning on the hot water and letting it douse me completely before pulling the curtain 
shut. Brock came over and pulled it back open a few inches. "You're not getting out of sight today, not even for 


a second." 


| laughed and nodded. He turned around and | could hear him picking up the pieces of broken glass and toss 
them into the trash with great care. The hot water felt good on my skin, and | inhaled the warm steam and let 
it slowly fill my lungs with the humid moistness that opened my throat up, and got the blood flowing through 
my veins again. | soaped up my entire body, and ran my hands through the lather, trying to remove the 
memory of Ben's touch. If it was a daydream, or a hallucination | could easily deal with it, but what | couldn't 
deal with was the way that my body reacted to his caresses. He had triggered something inside of me that | 
obviously couldn't deny. Seeing him tonight was going to be awkward, to say the least, and explaining to 
everyone wasn't going to be easy either. How do you look someone in the face again, after having a erotic, lucid 
dream of them? | heard the door to the bathroom open for a moment, and then Brock step outside, and 
return within a few minutes. I'd come up with something, and they'd all accept it and we'd move on. | didn't 
have a choice. The music meant more to me than anything else, and I'd stop at nothing to get the Message 


out. 


A few minutes later, | stepped out of the shower and Brock was there leaning against the wall, his cell phone in 
one hand, and a bathrobe in the other. "You're not kidding when you said you weren't going to leave my side, 


were you?" | smiled and slipped into the soft, plush terrycloth. 


"Nope. | don't joke around when it comes to stuff like that" He reached out and took hold of my hand, shoving 
his phone in his pocket, pulled out a first aid kit and began to treat the cuts on my knuckles. "We've been 
friends for too long for me to turn my back on you, no matter how crazy you might become, l'm still going to 
be here." He smeared some anti-bacterial cream on each laceration and then wrapped it up in clean gauze. 


"You're lucky that these aren't too deep. Are you sure you're going to be alright to go on tonight?" 


| started to head back out to the living room, which was now thankfully clear of people. "Brock, this is our big 
break. There is no way in hell that I'm going to let you or any of the other guys down" 


He plopped down on the couch and consumed himself with the internet as | went about getting dressed and 
packing my bags up. My mind kept wandering as | haphazardly started tossing clothing in my suitcase. It wasn't 
going to be a easy night but at least | could put myself into a comatose state on the bus and get some rest. | 
had used every bit of strength and willpower that | had to pull our band up out of obscurity and | wasn't 
about to let a delusion interfere with anything. More than ever, it gave me a reason to get it together and 
move on. | pushed the top of the suitcase shut and ran the zipper long the protruding edges. | didn't care how 
anything in there looked; | needed to get out of that place. | grabbed the suitcase and motioned for Brock that | 
was ready. He jumped to his feet and met me at the door, pulling it open and stepped outside. | took one last 


look at the balcony window, with all the new fallen snow on it before following Brock to our next destination 


The bus was crowded, over packed, and smelly, but | didn't mind. There was lots of alcohol, which | gratefully 
indulged in, helping to chase my demons away with. The other band members questioned me about the events 
and | gave them a generic excuse about my alcohol consumption and passing out on the balcony. | even made a 
pretty reasonable excuse about cutting my hand on a broken beer bottle that was pretty lame, but they 
seemed to buy it. All but Brock. He knew | was lying. He just had a way of knowing, but he didn't bother with 
rebuttal. From time to time | caught him staring at me, curious but never willing to engage in what could have 
been a difficult conversation. There was a certain chemistry between us that | always just chalked up to him 
being devoted to the band, but after recent events, | was starting to think that there was more to it. What if 
it wasn't the band that he was so devoted to, but to me? | shoved the thought out of my head, it wasn't 
something | was ready to indulge in. After the obligatory time spent catching up on all the stories about the 
after show parties, and groupies, | managed to slip away under the excuse that | was pretty sloshed and found 
a nice, quiet corner on the back of the bus. As | stretched out and made a nest of suitcases, make shift 


pillows and blankets, he came back and sat on the seat across from me. "Are you are doing OK?" 


| finished off the drink that | brought back with me and took off my glasses, rubbing my eyes. "Fine. Gonna 
pass out for a bit, wake me when we get to the next city." | kicked at him with the tip of my toe. "Go socialize, 
dude I'm OK. And I'm like 10 feet away. If | start freaking out and pulling my face off, you'll be the first person 


to see it." 


He frowned at me, but got up and punched me in the shoulder. "It might make you more pretty." He laughed 
and made his way to the front of the bus. After this tour was over, | was going to be sure that | had a talk 
with him and make sure that he knew exactly how much he meant to me. If | was losing my mind, there was 
no one else there who I'd rather have, reaching out and helping me get back on track. | glanced out the window 
and watched the drab scenery outside. The snow on the previous night had been partially plowed away, and on 
the roads it mixed with cinders and salt, becoming a disgusting gray slush that covered everything. The bus 
plowed through it, making a soothing sound as the tires whooshed under me. | dug out my headphones and put 
them on, hitting play and leaning my head against the window. The beginning chords of "First Light” fired into 
my brain and it felt good. | pulled the jacket blanket up around me and fell into a deep sleep. 


It was late afternoon when we finally arrived at the next venue. It was a fairly small hall, which | typically 
enjoyed very much. | found that when | could really interact with the crowd, it made for a better show. | 
awoke as we were pulling into the unloading docks but didn't move out of my position, my eyes were fixed on 
the familiar, empty bus next to us. It belonged to Breaking Benjamin. They arrived way before us, and were 
probably all set up and ready to go. My little stunt had obviously cut back on our travel time, and | heard the 
venue manager asking us to come right in and do a sound check as soon as possible. | groaned a bit in 
complained but resigned myself to the task at hand. | was such a perfectionist when it comes to my music, 
and being rushed is the worst possible thing you could ever do to an artist. Brock looked towards the back of 
the bus where | had squirreled myself away and | gave him a thumb up. He grabbed his things and left the 
bus, shivering just outside, waiting for me. | pulled my jacket over my shoulders and shoved the headset back 
into my bag, slowly making my way through endless amounts of beer bottles and food wrappers. It was almost 
like wading in garbage. My foot crunched the frozen snow, and the cool wind whipped against my face. It felt 


good and a nice, refreshing change from the stuffy tour bus. | filled my lungs with the frigid air as | stepped 


outside, and let out a loud curse. "Fuck its cold!" 


Brock laughed and made a grand gesture. "Hey front man, how about you get your ass inside, so the rest of 
us can get to work and earn some money.” | laughed and headed for the backstage entrance. It felt good to 


laugh. 


Sometime later, after some much needed food, and hydration | walked down the hallway leading to the stage 
for sound check. For some strange reason, that hall seemed to be unusually long for such a small venue. | 
stood upon one of the wings of the stage and gazed out to the magnificent sight before me. The roof of the 
concert hall was painted a brilliant blue, with swirls of white and purple, and in random locations, clusters of 
stars that formed constellations that | knew by heart were painted. It was so breathtaking. The rest of the 
band gestured me forward and | came to center stage, and in front of the Emulator. | took a moment to glance 
at the set list and familiarize myself with it, and then tapped lightly on the board, and it sprang into life with a 


few melodic notes and | was taken away, lost in the world that | created. 


| left sound check feeling inspired. The music was exactly what | needed to snap me out of my livid fantasies 
and back into reality..or so to speak. | opted to remain in the green room with the rest of the band instead of 
bothering to go back to the hotel. Partly because of Brock's insistence of staying near me, and partly because | 
didn't want to be alone. | hadn't seen any of Breaking Benjamin, except for a few roadies setting their gear up. 
Every now and then, when the door would open up, I'd look up from my seat across the room and glance out 
to the hallway, to the door on the other side of the hall where he was supposed to be, but there was nothing 
out of the unusual. | began to believe that the lie | created was the truth. | had been overworking myself far 
too much, and the previous nights events were just when it all came to a head. Yeah | snapped, but that was 
it, | wasn't going to let any other delusions lead me astray. | had a promising new band here, all counting on me 
and | had to be the front man for them, they were depending on me for so much. | sat up a little straighter in 
my chair and arched my back, sitting on the bus and being outside in the cold had taken its toll on me, and 
this was going to be a long tour over the next several weeks. The pain from the cuts in my knuckles was only 
a dull ache now, easily manageable and | breathed a silent sigh of relief that it wouldn't interfere with the 
show tonight. This was our future, and the future was now.. 


The green room was buzzing with excitement as it drew nearer to show time. | was standing in front of a 


mirror tying my bow tie when Brock came over to me and gave me a friendly jap. "Doing OK man?" 


| nodded and adjusted my glasses. "Never been better." He gave me a smile, and | felt him ease up a bit. He 
picked up his guitar and headed took a seat on the stools that were provided us for the VIP meet and greet. | 
took one last lingering look in the mirror, half expecting to see someone else there, but nothing happened. 


Chuckling to myself, | joined my band and settled in for a short acoustic set and some autographs with fans. 


The time passed quickly, and after the VIP meeting was over, it only seemed to be a matter of moments 
before | heard the knock on the door that it was time to head on stage. As we walked single file out the door, | 
paused for a moment at the door to Ben's dressing room and hesitated. | could hear voices inside, laughing, 


chuckling, and having a good time. | took a breath and walked on, down that unusually long hallway and back to 


the wings of the stage. All the lights were dim, except for the colored spotlights on our banner, draped 
perfectly in the center of the stage. | couldn't help but to grin widely seeing our name up there, in front of 
hundreds of cheering fans, for everyone to see. Then the lights went out and the rest of the band stepped out 
on stage, in a thunderous crash of applause, they started to play our intro music and all the monitors lit up, 
sending the crowd into a frenzy. One of the roadies handed me a microphone and | waited for my cue. The 
artificial stars suspended high above the crowd started to glow, and the control panel of the emulator 
switched on, and | stepped out onto the stage, into a sea of nameless faces and voices, all cheering for me to 
sing, to spread the Message. The applause was immediate and thunderous, it echoed through the small hall and 
reverberated all around, making me feel a little weak in the knees. This is what | wanted, what | desired more 
than anything, acceptance. The first few chords of "First Light" dropped and it nearly knocked me off my feet. | 
stood there at the Emulator and moved the sliders in the exact order to initiate the sequence. | could see 
Brock in the others, dressed in their spacesuits behind me, clearly enjoying the thrill of it all. Never had we 
had such a welcoming reception and reaction to our music. Stepping out, | took a long deep breath and started 
to sing the first verse of the song, and the audience responded by singing along with me. They were a sea of 
faces, disappearing and reappearing with the flashing lights. | ran along the edge of the stage, and hands were 
up raised, reaching out to me, ready and willing to receive the Message. The heavy guitar riffs sounded 
thunderous and commanded attention that could not be denied. Drums and bass filled my ears and kept me in 
perfect timing with each lyric, drawn from memory, from years and years of writing and re-writing. Here we 
were now, standing center stage, a bunch of guys who only wanted to pass on some knowledge to others, but 
do it in a way that was out of the ordinary and different. If this was what success felt like, then | surely 


wanted to let it consume and devour me. 


More songs followed, each with a different feel to them. | couldn't believe the wonderful reception that we 
were getting. Occasionally | glanced over to Brock and could see that he was also enjoying the set. Everything 
was finally clicking into place. "Dark on Me" ended and the lights dimmed, setting up the mood for the next song. 
"Telescope" | turned away from the crowd to face the large monitors that ran nearly floor to ceiling and 
stretched my arms out, waiting for the first few notes. | closed my eyes and let the music absorb into my 


Veins. 


You're out there (You're out there) 

| hear you calling from behind the star fields 
| feel you (| feel you) 

Radiating energy like eternal northern lights 


With the first few lyrics, | slowly opened my eyes into the brilliant blue and purple hues of lights that bathed 
the stage in an otherworldly glow. There were no other lights of any other type, the only illumination from the 
projected images on the monitor. Facing away from the crowd, | let the majestic technological glow wash over 


me, as | continued to sing. 


Far from the sun 
Where no one knows 
I've watched you from 


My telescope (My telescope) 


The music moved me, flowing through my body and giving me such energy. | absorbed every bit of it from 
the crowd and filled my very being with it. All the emotion and feeling | could muster up, | poured it all into 
that song, my mind filled with age-old memories and experiences. Memories came rushing into my head of 
people that I've let down, people that I've had to walk away from, and those whom | had loved once and lost 
along the way. 


| will travel the distance in your eyes 
Interstellar light years from you 


Supernova, we'll fuse when we collide 


Awaking in the light of all the stars aligned 


How much as my life changed? The man who stood on this stage was never the man that | thought I'd turn 
out to be. | was changing, growing, evolving. No longer did | wish for solitude and emptiness, but instead, | 
wanted to share these feelings, emotions and words with everyone that | could. Success was only a side-effect 
of the Message. At this very moment, standing there, facing the electronic monitor, | had never felt so 
wonderful, powerful, and omnipotent. 


| see you (| see you) watching over me across the sky 
Overcoming 


Projected on my eyes eternally 


| find you in the night 


Far from the sun 
Where no one knows 
I've watched you from 


My telescope (My telescope) 


In the dark concert hall, under the glimmery silver brilliance of those faux stars overhead, bathed in purplish- 
blue light, | turned around to sing to the crowd and my heart stopped. The venue was completely empty. Every 
space was vacant. The programmed part of the music continued to play, reverberating off the walls, and | 
turned to the other members of the band for an explanation. They too were gone. Their instruments were 
sitting in the correct positions, undisturbed, as if the show had yet to start. | moved over to the Emulator 
and ended the programming, noticing that it had a time elapsed on it, meaning that the previous songs on the 
set list had indeed been performed. "What the fuck is going on?" | muttered underneath my breath. Then | 
heard clapping. | looked down to the front row of seats to see Benjamin sitting there, in his usual dark colored 
clothing, shadows surrounding him, smiling at me. "This isn't happening, l'm hallucinating again" | gripped the 
metal microphone hard, feeling the scabs of dried blood on my knuckles crack, trying to convince myself that 


this was not reality. 


Ben crossed his legs casually and smiled up at me. Chills ran down my spine. "Feels pretty good, doesn't it?" The 
flickering lights reflected off his unusually pale skin, giving him a ghastly, macabre appearance. He looked more 
like an unearthly apparition rather than a man 


"|. don't understand." | muttered. 


He stood up and walked over to the edge of the stage and came to stand directly below me. | couldn't help but 
to gaze deeply into those grey eyes of his, falling helplessly, drowning, dying. NO! | wouldn't let this happen 
again, it was all in my head, nothing else. "Of course l'm in your head, dear Dustin. You let me in, there's no 


way | am leaving now." 
y g 


Walking backwards, | stepped away from the edge of the stage, nearly tripping over the network of cables 
crisscrossing the raised platform. | glanced down for a moment, to regain my footing and Ben vaulted up onto 
the stage in one quick motion Standing on the edge, he took a moment to smooth his shirt down, the same 
color and style he wore to every show. He cocked his head at me quizzically. "Still confused are you?" He 
reached his arm up and moved his hand towards my face, | reacted quickly, moving away and putting more 
distance between us before he could even touch me. The expression on his face was soft, almost gentle. 


"There's no reason to react like this Dustin, you agreed to this. It's what you wanted." 


| moved to position myself so that the Emulator board was between myself and Ben. | was desperate for him 
not to touch me. All it would take would be one slight brush of those callus covered fingertips and | would 
positively melt. "Exactly what did | agree to? To be forced to have hallucinations of you as some sort of 
fucking demon ripping my heart out, or seducing me?" | felt the anger inside of me start to well up and come 


to the surface and narrowed my eyes at him. "I don't get what you're playing at here, and it's pissing me off." 


Ben walked around in front of me, his fingers running along the edge of the light board, keeping his eyes 
focused on me as he spoke. "I promised you that I'd show you things you've never seen before, let you have 
experiences that transcend the mind and body, give you success that you've never ever dreamt of. | know 
you've felt it tonight, when you stood up here, the center of attention, and a captive audience hanging on 
every single word that passed over your lips. Hundreds of them out there are watching you, listening to your 
Message. | watched you too; you were quite mesmerizing up here on stage. You commanded it all, the music 
was flowing through you and out to them. How intoxicating it was for you to drink in that fame? And it wil 
only get better from here out. This is what you wanted all along, Dustin. Don't even pretend to deny it." 


Even though there were only a few lights still on and aimed at the stage, | suddenly felt very warm, and began 
to sweat. It was like my body was being cooked from the inside out and | felt nauseous. If his words were the 
truth, then everything | felt tonight was just fabricated and false. We worked so hard to get where we were. | 
wiped the beads of sweat from my brow. 


"Oh don't think that this is strictly my doing, Dustin. It's your Message, after all, that got people interested. 
The fate of mankind, the demise of the planet, all mingled in with rock music? It's a fantastic idea, all | have 
done was assist in bringing the masses to you, and now you have them, as per my part of the bargain, and 
you can sit back and enjoy the ride." Ben was beaming with pride; he stretched his arms out across the top of 
the Emulator and rested his chin on them. He looked delightfully mischievous, even slightly cherub-like and | 
couldn't help but to stare at him, bathed in those soft lights. "Doesn't it feel wonderful?" 


| thought about his words for a few moments. | did enjoy being on stage, in front of all of those people. It gave 
me a rush, physical and mental, almost sexual in nature. It flooded my senses at once and exploded inside of 
my brain. The worst part is that | craved more. Looking at Ben, and into his face, | knew that he was aware of 
exactly what | was thinking. | struggled to think a bit more clearly, focusing on his words. “Bargain, you say? 
What are you getting in return for all of this?" As soon as | spoke the words, | wanted to retract them, 


fearing that the answer might be more than | was prepared to face. 


Ben came over to stand behind me. He looked frightening and imposing in the dim glow of the lights from the 
Emulator. | never noticed how tall the man was until now. The hair on my body began to tingle, and | could feel 
my heart accelerating. | refused to turn and look at him, for fearing that my eyes would betray me. He placed 
a hand on my bicep and | could feel each of his bony fingers wrap around my arm. Bending down, he brought 
his lips to my ear, and | struggled to catch my breath as he spoke. "My prize?" He arched his fingers, digging 
his fingertips into the flesh of my arm. | fought to remain perfectly still, | refused to give in to him this time. 
"Dear Dustin. | thought you would have figured it out by now.. my reward for making you one of the most 
famous musicians in all of rock music, for helping you spread the Message and educate the masses to your 


wisdom is.. such a little thing indeed." 


| closed my eyes as he spoke. His voice was like velvet, soft and soothing. | could listen to it all day. And his 
body, oh god.. How it felt behind me like that.. | could feel the tightness of his pants as he rubbed up against 
me; feel his heart beating through the thin fabric of his shirt. | let my head drop back a little, and he kissed 
the side of my neck. How many audiences did those lips sing to, how many words came out of that mouth, 
which now rested on my flesh? All the fear | had, melted away as he reached up and gripped my other arm, 
cradling my body from behind. How was it that he had this sort of power over me? "I have to know, Ben" | bit 
down on the corner of my lip. "What did you take from me?" 


| heard him chuckle just a bit, and tighten his hold on me, and even though | couldn't see him, | knew that a 


wicked smile came across his face. | could feel it. "Your soul." 


"What?!" Trying to turn around, he held me firmly in place, and all | could do is crane my neck around. "That's 


just insane." 


"Is it really Dustin? Do you remember all those nights when you forced your inebriated self to stay up to get 
one more song written? Do you remember how much it hurt when your music was rejected by label after 
label, stating it wasn't suitable for air time? All of the effort you put into your music, only to be passed over 
time and time again? More importantly, do you remember telling yourself that you'd do anything for someone 
to make all of this work?" Ben teased the back of my ear with tender kisses. "You wanted someone to listen to 
your dreams, your desires, to share your visions. " His voice was dark and dripping with sinister pride as he 


spoke. "...and someone did" 
| shook my head. "This has to be a joke, right?" 


"It's no joke. | told you last night, I've been watching you for some time. God does not grant wishes, Dustin. But 
the Devil does." 


My soul.this felt like something from a bad B movie. Demons don't exist. It can't be real. | tried to keep telling 
myself that.. snap back into reality but it wasn't working. It would be so easy just to give into this delusion, to 
forget about everything else and exist here in this perpetual fantasy, but something seemed wrong and 
distorted about it. | suddenly thought of Brock and the look on his face when he found me outside on the 
balcony. He was genuinely concerned about me, and he was so adamant about staying at my side all day, that | 
couldn't just ignore that. If this was all in my head, some distorted version of reality that | had created, then | 
wouldn't be consumed by it. All | had to do was take control. | tried to pull myself away from Ben. "Let go of 


me. 


In response to my defiance, he snarled at me and slid his hands down to pin my wrists against my sides, giving 
my body a shove forward so that | could feel how much stronger he was than |. "You're mine, Dustin, forever. 
Bound to me by body and soul now. Do not try to deny the fact that part of you enjoys this.." Releasing one 
of my wrists, he moved his hand down over my hip, and to the front of my pants where it lingered there for 
a moment as his lips returned to the side of my neck, his words forming on my flesh. "Surrender and give 
yourself into it, let it flow through you, just like the music." My body became responsive and aroused to his 
touch, and | heard him exhale deeply, pleased with himself. | found that resisting him was incredibly difficult, as 
every part of my body betrayed me. They say that addicts don't know that their addicted to their drug of 
choice, all they know is that they are addicted to how their body feels when they are high, and now | could 
relate. Benjamin was the drug that | couldn't resist. | craned my neck and let him nuzzle against the flesh, my 
eyes fluttered and | shook with pleasure. His grip on my other hand released, and instinctively, | reached up and 
behind me, to run my hand through his hair, as he cradled his body against mine. Then | felt his teeth take 
hold of my skin and bite down without hesitation It was the same thrilling sensation as the previous night, but 
this time, he wasn't hesitating, or teasing, he was out for blood and | was very willing to give it to him. My 
thin flesh gave way to the sharp enamel of his perfect teeth and almost immediately a thin trickle of blood 
began to flow. | moaned and grabbed hold of a tuft of his hair and then | felt the hardness of his shaft 
rubbing up against my buttocks through his pants. With my other hand, | reached around to behind him and 
pushed his ass closer to mine. | gasped for breath as | felt his tongue rolling against the tear of flesh he had 
made in my neck with his teeth, pushing at the edges and wiggling into the wound. It stung and throbbed 
painfully, but each second of pain also brought me such a beautiful feeling of desire. | could feel a small trickle 
of blood as it ran down my throat and collected onto my starched white collar. His hand tugged at the bottom 
of my shirt, and pulled it from my pants, allowing him to slip his hand up and under, swirling his fingers over 
my stomach. | turned my head and arched my neck, wanting to kiss him badly, but as | started to move, he 
bit down over the same spot on my neck that he had before, bruising and puncturing the skin again, and 
another wave of pleasure overcame me. My knees began to buckle and my heart was pounding in my chest. | 
felt him release me from the embrace and push me forward. | nearly lost my balance again and caught myself 
on the edge of the Emulator. My fingers gripped onto the edge of the cool metal and | clutched onto it for 
support. | glanced down at the control panel, glowing eerily on the darkened stage. Every song that | had written 
was stored on there, every single effect perfectly timed out and ready to play with the click of a button. All 
of my work, from the very beginning, the very essence of who | was, all safely stored in technology's grip. Ben 
rested his hands on top of my shoulders and then slowly started to slide them down the sides of my body. My 
chest heaved with each touch that was assaulting me with pleasure. | looked down at the list of songs again 
and felt tears well up in my eyes. What was | giving up for all of this? | didn't want to give in, | wanted to keep 


my soul, the very essence of who | was, and still.Ben's caress, his words, his embrace all called me to him. 


His hands made their way down to my hips, and he started to unbuckle my pants when | forced the words to 
form in my throat. "Stop." It was barely a whisper. From behind me, | heard Ben snicker but he did not stop, 
and he pushed my back down so that | was stooped over the Emulator. Bony fingers grabbed at my belt and 
slid it out of the loops of my pants, and | heard it drop down to the stage, discarded. Then he moved back to 
the front of my pants, tugging at the zipper. He was going to do this.. | was going to do this.. Finally.. it would 
feel so good, so wonderful to have all of him, every inch. A light flashed briefly on the Emulator and it caught 
my attention. | looked down to one of the many display boxes illuminating the large screen and | saw the words 
typed out there, in traditional computer font, reading :all music in this set is created, timed, and written by 
DBates: | suddenly realized what | was doing, and my heart dropped. By giving myself over to him, | was erasing 
everything that | had ever done in my life. Throwing it all away, like none of it mattered. | felt sick and 
disgusted with myself. | snapped out of my lust induced fantasy and found the strength to shout at him. "Ben, 
fucking stop this. | don't want it" 


He hesitated for a moment, but still held me in place, leaning down to rest his cheek against mine. His flesh was 
turning cold and hard. The shadows were closing in. "Last night, you positively begged me, for even the 
slightest touch, and now.? What did you say..Dustin? | fear as though | misheard you." | cringed at the way he 
spoke my name. It was visceral and filled with spite with an incredibly mocking tone. Now he knew that | 
wouldn't go through with it, and I'd have to suffer the consequences. 


"You heard me, get your goddam hands off of me." | tried to shrug him away from me, but it was like trying 
to move a boulder. The sudden realization came to my mind that | might be in a lot of trouble. | only managed 
to move a few inches before he reached out and grabbed a handful of my hair, yanking my head back 
painfully. 


"I thought that you were smarter than this, Dustin Maybe you don't understand what it means to lose your 


soul.. you don't get a choice here..you belong to me. | own you. | can do with you whatever | want." 


Panic was setting in and | lashed out against him with my elbow, hitting him full on in the sternum. It felt like | 
was hitting a bunch of bricks. The sudden impact jarred my bone and my fingers started to go numb. | let out 
a curse underneath my breath and momentarily ceased my struggle. He was clearly stronger than | and there 


was going to be no way of overpowering him. 


"Ben listen to me. | can't let this happen. This is wrong.. Please let me go. This isn't who you are; I've listened to 
your music for years, looked up to you, and respected you. You're letting whatever darkness inside of you take 


over, but you can fight it, all you have to do is try. Don't be a fucking monster!" 


Long moments of silence fell upon us. The air in the room was thick, and it was difficult to breathe. | wondered 
what was going on inside of his head, if my words had fallen on deaf ears, or if he was even considering their 
worth. Finally when he spoke again, there was a change to his voice, no longer husky and seductive but softer 
with a gentle tone to it. "You don't know how it is feeling nothing day, after day, night after night. Going on for 
an eternity in a solitary confinement in your mind. Wanting, needing, and desperately waiting until you find that 


certain soul that you've been waiting for, forever. Then you find it, and you will do anything possible to keep 


it." 


He stopped. | could hear him breathing. More moments of silence passed and then he let go of the handful of 
hair he held me by, releasing me. The shadows retreated, just a little. | turned my head slightly to look at him 
and he reached up, brushing his fingers lightly over my cheek and slid the glasses off of my face so that he 
could look into my eyes without any barriers. Then | knew that this man who stood behind me was one that 
was facing his own demons, they were fighting deep within him, possibly for more years that | could count. 
There was deep sadness inside him, and years concealing it must of made it fester and rot, Turning him 
aggressive. | gave him a gentle smile and then he smiled back at me, but then | saw the darkness creep into 
those grey eyes again, and that smile turned into a disturbing grin. He leaned in and whispered to me. "I'd 
do...anything." | winced in pain as he grabbed hold of the back of my head and pushed me forward, | tried my 
best to hold back, summoning every bit of strength that | had, but it was futile. Almost in slow motion, my 
body pitched forward, and | could see the lights of the Emulator coming straight at me. 


"Nol" | screamed as he slammed my head straight into the glass panel where it collided with a loud crash and 
my vision suddenly exploded in a thousand stars. My body moved backwards with the motion of the blow, and 
he caught me in midair, and slammed my head into it a second time, then a third before finally stopping, his 
rage momentarily satiated. An intense pain shot straight through my head and my ears began to ring. It felt 
like | was underwater, everything was distorted, blurry and hard to focus on. There were sounds of electricity 
cracking and sparking all around me, and | realized that | was no longer standing. | could barely see bright 
flashes on the display of the Emulator, along with a massive spider web of broken glass. The LED screen was 
completely destroyed; | would never be able to use it again It's funny how you think of the strangest things 
when a crisis hits. Sinking down to my knees, | brought a hand to where the pain was centered on the front of 
my head and | was not surprised that it came away wet, damp with blood. | hunched over, trying to lower my 
center of gravity and get some of my senses back, when | saw Ben's shadowy figure looming over me. | wanted 
to run away, or at least crawl off the stage to get away from him, but with the distorted vision, | couldn't 


see more than a few inches away from me. "Sit up." He commanded. 


A disgusting mix of saliva and blood formed on my lips as | groaned. "No." | felt it build up and drip down on the 
stage, landing next to where Ben had tossed my glasses. | closed my eyes to the blinding pain and counted each 
beat of my heart, trying to bring myself back to my senses. Everything was moving in slow motion. The 
excruciating pain was almost unbearable. | could feel the deep lacerations running from my forehead down to 
my nose, they were pretty deep and bleeding profusely. | knew that if | didn't get medical attention, | might 
actually bleed to death. But that was going to be step two; first step is to get away from Ben. Adrenaline 
kicked in and filled me with rage. | felt was though | was fighting for my very life. "I am never going to submit 
to you, you can do whatever you like, but no matter how much you torture me, | will not be yours. | will 


remain free." | wheezed through teeth clenched in pain. 


Not even bothering to look up, | watched his boots as he paced around me, once, twice, three times. Like a 
predator stalking its prey, until he grabbed my head and yanked it back, forcing me into a kneeling position. The 
world pitched and my vision clouded, probably due to the severe concussion | had just suffered. A drowsy, 


sleepy feeling crashed over me like a wave, it would be so easy to lay down on the pre-fabricated stage and 


go to sleep, but | shuddered with fear, not knowing what reality | would wake up to. The blood dripped into my 
eyes now, stinging and making my sight worse, everything was tinged in a dull red haze. Ben stopped his 
incessant pacing and leaned down to run his fingers through my hair, almost in a comforting motion. "You don't 
have a choice." He knelt beside me with his eyes burning straight through me. | shuddered. Seeing him like this 
was terrifying, more than a monster than a man, he was evil incarnate. The room started to get cold as the 
darkness descended on me and | had to fight to keep my eyes open "I am the Shepherd of the Damned. | wil 
not let you wander away. Your place is at my side, and you know it." His voice boomed loudly in the empty hall 


and | trembled. 


Painfully, | turned my head to look at him and smiled, with blood stained teeth. "Fuck you Ben!" Pulling up 
whatever moisture | could from my throat, | spat at him, hitting him straight in the face. He immediately 


stood up, irritated and wiped it away, leaving a bright red stain across his face, almost mocking my own 


The last thing | saw was his arm moving backwards and then the back of his hand come slamming into my 
injured face as he delivered a very painful, bone crushing backhand blow that sent me collapsing to the floor in 
a heap. | stayed down, completely unable to move. | felt the warm sensation of blood pooling up underneath my 
cheek, and then blissful, sweet darkness. 


There's just something wonderful about being unconscious. You're in this magnificent dream like world where 
anything and everything can happen, you're only limited by your imagination There's no pain. | could easily 
recite the neurological reasons why we dream, but really..who wants to be scientific when you are in a void 
where your wildest fantasy could come true? It's also the best, most peaceful sleep that you can ever get. It's 
the waking up part that sucks the most. 


| felt myself starting to come to, my eyes slowly coming into focus and seeing so many strange faces all 
around me. This was the second time in twenty four hours that this had happened. | struggled to come to my 
senses and figure out where | was, then | saw those faux star lights on the ceiling of the venue and | knew 
that | was back to reality again. In the distance, | heard the low, hushed tone of the crowd murmuring behind 
me. There were paramedics surrounding me, fussing and taking readings while the other band members looked 
on, concerned. | frantically looked around and found Brock, looking more pale and haggard than | was and as he 
saw me looking at him, he ran over to my side, pushing the medical personnel away, much to their dismay. He 
reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me into a sitting position, ignoring everyone's advice, and | winced as 
a familiar pain shot straight though my head and made me reel, almost toppling back over. Holding tightly to 
my hand, he helped to steady me and put a hand on my back, half supporting and half comforting me. Looking 
at him with a questioning look, | tried to speak, but my voice was barely a whisper. "Brock, |. | don't know." 
Every single turn of my neck caused severe pain in my head and the room spun. Something was definitely 
wrong with me. It was hard to keep myself focused. All | wanted to do is lay back down and drift off into 


unconsciousness. The lights hurt, sound hurt, being alive hurt. 


"Hey man take it easy, let them take care of you." | lifted my head very slightly and could see the paramedics 
bringing a stretcher onto the stage. There was no fucking way | was going to be carried out on that thing, not 
in front of the fans. | couldn't have them see me like this. 


| grasped at Brock's flight suit, he was soaked with sweat, but it felt good to hold onto something solid. "I am 
going to walk out of here, help me to my feet" | could tell that he was going to protest, but | was determined 
not to let the fans see me helpless. He nodded and shouted something at the medics around me and they 
backed off. Brock positioned his body under one side of me and Ron did the same thing on the other side. These 
were the people that mattered most to me; this is what | would fight for. | couldn't leave them. 


"Are you ready?" he asked and | closed my eyes for a moment, trying my best to ignore the blinding pain. The 
vertigo and constant shifting of my vision was making me nauseas. | knew that | had to get myself off that 
stage as fast as | could. The thought of losing consciousness again chilled me to the bone. These confrontations 
with Ben were getting increasingly violent; | doubted my ability to survive another one. | shook my head in 
agreement, and immediately cringed in pain. Even the slightest movement was enough to drop me to the 
ground. Together, they lifted me to my feet, and | could hear the crowd cheering, and applauding. | gave them a 
thumb up, and let myself be half carried-half dragged off stage. This wasn't how | was planning on this show 
ending. The guys helped me back to the dressing room, where the medical staff swarmed back in like ants on a 
dropped piece of candy. 


Brock sat right next to me, observing everything with interest. Nothing slipped by him. "I guess this is the part 
where | ask you what happened, again" | joked. Someone brought me a bottle of water and | took it, not 
bothering to open it, just staring at it. The beads of condensation building up on the outside of the plastic were 
easier to concentrate on, instead of my immediate situation. 


"You don't remember anything?" he asked. 


A flash of Ben slamming my head into the Emulator and cracking my skull flashed into my mind. "No." | said 
flatly. 


"We were in the middle of the set, it was Telescope. The lights were lowered like usual, everything was going 
great, and then you stopped singing and started to stare off at the monitors there. We kept playing, not sure 
what to do, thinking maybe you forgot the lyrics or something.. then we heard you scream, and it was the 
most blood-curdling sound | have ever heard. The crowd seemed to really love it though. | looked over and the 
next thing | saw was that you were clutching your head and had dropped down to your knees, writhing in 
agony. By the time | got over to you, you had hit the floor and passed out. It took the medics a long time to 
bring you around, we thought you had some kind of seizure.” Sighing to myself, | leaned back against the plush 
chair and closed my eyes, wishing that the pain would stop. | wanted Brock to leave me be for a few moments, 


but | knew that he wouldn't. Arguing would be pointless. 


"Dustin, listen to me man.. one night of this shit | can excuse, but this is getting serious now. Look at you, 
you're in pain, it's obvious. This isn't some drunken binge, something else is going on Your hands are shaking, 
you can barely hold your head up, you punched a mirror this morning, please go to the hospital. If everything 
checks out, then we're good and you won't hear me bitch at you anymore, but if it's not, then at least we'll 


know." 


| feared going to the hospital. What could | tell them, really, other than the fact that | was being mentally 


raped by a demon who is also the front man of a major alternative metal band? They'd lock me up for sure. 
However, they could also give me medication that would take care of this intense pain, which left unchecked 
would surely kill me, so | nodded to Brock and he gave me a reassuring glance and then went to make 
arrangements. My life was going so well, and going to hell all at the same time. | was falling apart. Outside the 
dressing room, | could still hear the cheering crowd, they were calling for us to come back out and finish the 
set, but | knew that | couldn't do it. The persistent pains in my head made it feel like an egg ready to crack 
open and split apart. | hated to let them down. By now the roadies would have removed our gear from the 
stage, it was a depressing thought, that | couldn't finish the set. | tightened my fist into a tight ball and 
slammed it down on the arm of the chair, muttering profanities, just as Brock returned. He looked down at me 
and | could read on his face how badly he felt. | expected him to say something, but instead, he brought me 
my jacket and helped me to my feet. "Come on man, let's get you checked out." 


Giving him the best smile that | could, he helped me to my feet and we started out to the door. Pulling it open 
for me, he wrapped an arm around my back and guided me out. As we stepped out the door across the hall 
opened, and | came face to face with Benjamin. He was heading down to the stage, with a guitar strapped 
across his back, looking as stoic as ever. His band was in the room beyond, all geared up and ready to go on 
My eyes met with his and | stopped dead in my tracks, like a dear trapped in the headlights. The few seconds 
that passed between us felt like years. Those light grey eyes fixated on me gave me both a feeling of ecstasy 
and agony. | wanted to kiss and kill him at the same time. | wanted to run right into those strong arms of his 
and have him wrap them around me, taking every last bit of pain away. | broke my staring gaze off of him and 
looked down the to the floor. He reached out and gripped my shoulder, giving it a tight squeeze. "Hey man, | 
heard what happened! If there is anything | can do, gimme a call ok?" | lifted my painful head to look at him 
again and saw that there was genuine compassion on his face. Confusion set in. "After all, we're partners on 
this tour. | can't let my opening act bail on me." He let go of my arm and | let out a sigh of relief, nodded and 
Brock and | continued our walk to the car. The hospital was only a few blocks away; they'd do some tests, get 
negative answers, give me some really awesome pills and then send me back. I'd get back on track and finish 
the tour and then get rest. Everything was going to be ok. We almost made it to the end of the hall when Ben 


called after me. 


‘lam not going to lose you Dustin" 
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This was going to be my last chapter but since | have had such a wonderful time writing it, | just had to go on 


and write more 


A wave of pain shot through my head, painful enough to bring tears to my eyes and | groaned, and started to 
feel faint. | closed my eyes to the searing pain, willing myself not to pass out, when | felt Brock tighten his grip 
on me, keeping me on my feet and stable. The hallway now was filled up with roadies and other band assistants 
who had come out of the dressing rooms to see what the raucous was about. | knew that Brock not only held 
on to me to keep me from toppling over, but also so that | could have some dignity on my way out the door. | 
gave him a reassuring nod, and then saw him look back over my shoulder. Benjamin had handed someone his 
guitar and had come to my other side, helping Brock to hold me up. | could tell that Brock was more than 
slightly annoyed, but kept silent. | didn't know what to say or do. At that very moment, all | could focus on was 
the pain. The lights were searing my eyeballs, every decibel of sound cracked my skull to bits. The three of us 
walked to the back exit of the venue, where there was a car waiting. The light snow had changed to pouring 
rain, and turned the ground to nothing more than a murky, muddy mess. Ben shifted and let Brock take the 
weight of my body as he went ahead and opened the door to the back seat for me. Brock helped me inside, and 
| slid across the seat and he quickly joined me, pulling the door shut before Ben could do anything more. | had 
this feeling that he wanted to get in the car there with us, but Brock denied him. Brock rolled down the window 
and motioned back towards the door. "You better get back in there man, don't leave your fans waiting.” Ben 


leaned down to the window and looked directly at me. 


"Don't worry about anything; lIl take care of it, you just take care of him" He stood up and patted on the roof 
of the car and we drove off. | looked in the mirror of the driver's side of the car and watched him as we 
departed. He stood there in the pouring rain, his shirt clinging to his body, hair dripping wet, soaked to the bone 
until we drove out of sight. 


The drive to the hospital was horrendous. Each bump and hole that jostled my body made my head feel even 
worse, plus the rocking motion of the car was more than enough to make me fight with all | had so that | 
wouldn't vomit profusely. Brock was talking to the driver, asking him about the distance we had to travel, the 
quality of the medical care, and all the time keeping a watchful eye on me. | slumped myself up against a 
window and let the glass cool my feverish forehead. | felt like my body was being burned up from the inside. | 
didn't know what was happening to me, and it scared me to death. Was | really in a life and death struggle with 
the devil for my soul, or was Brock right, and | was experiencing some sort of seizures? There was really no 
way of telling. The Benjamin in my hallucinations was certainly different than the one that helped me out to the 


car, and demons aren't real.. but yet.. | closed my eyes and shivered in my damp jacket. | wanted this to all be 


over. One way or another. 


Sitting on the edge of the gurney in the ER, | took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. As soon as | arrived, | 
was given an injection for the massive pain in my head, which took the edge off considerably. | was now able to 
function and think more clearly, which was a huge relief to me. Only a lingering bit of drowsiness remained, 
presumably a side effect of the medication. After the shot, everyone left me alone for a short time, in 
blissful silence as the meds did their job, but now | was eager to find out what was going on. Sitting here alone 


was doing nothing. | decided that I'd go investigate when Brock came in with the doctor. 
Feeling better Mr. Bates?" he asked in that flat, ‘| don't really care, you're just part of my job! voice. 
"Yes, now when can | get out of here and back to the band?" 


The doctor clearly wasn't amused by my question and looked down at me over the rim of his glasses. "Not 

tonight, that's for certain | don't know what's with you rock star type of people, you are all the same, working 
yourself to death, partying every night and then when you're body starts to give out, only then do you decide 
it's time to slow down" He shook his head. "I'll never understand it. Anyway Mr. Bates from what I've been told, 


you have experienced two complete blackouts in a 24 hour period, with memory loss, is this correct?" 


| glanced over to Brock, who was not so subtly trying to read the chart in the doctor's hand and stifled a 
laugh. "Huh? Oh yeah sounds about right." 


"We're going to run some tests, to make sure that there's nothing going on in your head that shouldn't be, and 
keep you overnight for observation. Providing all the tests are clear, you will be released in the morning and 
can go back to your shows with some pain medication and instructions to at least try and get some rest. Do 


you understand?" 


Nodding, | thought to myself how ironic his words were. Little did he know what was going on inside of my 
head. | was relieved though that I'd have my answer and could put it all behind me. | seriously doubted 
whether or not I'd make it out of another mental episode with demon Ben again The doctor headed out to make 


arrangements for the tests and Brock sat down on the gurney next to me. "You look better." 


"Yeah it's amazing what modern science can do for you..and good drugs." | laughed. The nurse brought in a 
hospital gown and sat it next to me, and Brock picked it up, letting it unfold so that it unfurled and presented 


the back of it to me. It was the most unappealing lilac color. 


"Oh man, you're going to look smoking hot in this!" He joked and tossed it at me. 
| shook my head. "There's no way in hell I'm wearing that." 


"You have to." The nurse interjected with an annoyed tone. "You're being sent for a MRI, which means no 
clothing. I'll be back to take you down in a few minutes, please be ready." Rolling her eyes she headed out the 
door in a huff. 


Brock smirked. "She wants you, she wants to see that sweet ass of yours." He winked at me and | shot him a 
scowl of disapproval. He just continued to grin at me. "Its OK bud, we've been friends for a long time, I've seen 
that ass quite a few times, I'm good!" | reached over and grabbed the stiff pillow and hit him with it. Always 
willing to cheer me up and make me feel better, Brock was there for me. My life just wouldn't be the same 


without him in it. The nurse came back pushing a wheelchair sooner than we expected and shot us a annoyed 


look Brock went out to the door. 


‘lm going to head out, before they make me drop my pants too. You got my number, give me a call before 
they knock you out tonight. Let me know how everything went." | nodded to him and he left the roon, | 


instantly began to miss him. 


| grabbed the gown and headed for the bathroom, changing out of my clothes as fast as | could and returned 
to the room to where the nurse was waiting. | pointed to the wheelchair. "Do | have to ride in that thing?" | 
asked. 


‘Sorry its hospital regulations." | sighed and resigned myself to being pushed around like an invalid. | was now 
feeling completely free of pain, and just wanted to leave, but | was this far committed, | figured | might as well 
go through with it. At the very least, it would put an ease to Brock's mind. | sat down in the chair and she 
smiled at me. "You still have your boxers on. Good choice." | couldn't help but to be a little embarrassed, and 
grabbed the sheet off the bed, draping it over my legs for added privacy. She laughed at me and wheeled me 
out of the ER and down the medicinal smelling hallway. After a few sharp turns and twists, we arrived at the 
MRI room and she helped me to my feet. The first thing | noticed was the giant tube like body sized machine 
taking up a large percentage of the room. More like a tunnel than a X-ray machine, | was incredibly thankful 
that | wasn't claustrophobic. It looked dark and menacing, but with a few button pushes, the nurse brought it 
whirring to life and | decided then that | hated it even more. "Please lay down here, Mr. Bates." She said in a 
uninterested tone. | did as she asked, and then she went about positioning my body to line up with a static set 
of guides. | absolutely hated this entire routine. "The machine is going to make a series of very loud clicks and 
noises, but they are nothing but the sound of it working, so you don't have anything to be afraid of. The most 
important part is that you lie completely still and do not move. If you move, even the slightest, we will have to 
start all over again. Do you understand?" | nodded to her and gazed up to the bright fluorescent lights, wishing 
that Brock were here. She down reached and took my glasses off my face and smiled at me. "You can't wear 
those in there, not to worry; | will give them back to you as soon as it's all over." She finished up the final 
preparation and patted me on the thigh. "Are you ready?" | nodded to her and she walked into the viewing 
room next door, leaving me alone with the Monster. 


The machine activated, and drew me into the bright cylinder. | blinked me eyes against the harsh light and then 
heard the nurse's voice coming over the intercom. "Alright we're set. There's a microphone by your head, so 
if you get anxious or need anything all you have to do is call for me. My name's Elizabeth, by the way. The 
lights will dim now. Just relax, take deep breaths and if you like, you can close your eyes. It will take about 45 
minutes." She paused for a moment. "Starting now." 


The lights faded out, leaving me in almost complete darkness and the rhythmic tapping noise started, 


surrounding my head and shoulders. | did as she suggested and closed my eyes, putting my mind to a far off 


place where | could relax. 


About 20 minutes had passed when something touched my neck. | almost flinched but caught myself at the 
very last possible moment. A fly, perhaps? Nothing of consequence. Back to concentrating. Then | felt it again, 
this time touching my face, and then suddenly a heavy weight covering my body. | heard him whisper my 
name. "Dustin" | immediately opened my eyes to find myself face to face with Ben. He was laying on top of me, 
pinning me down with the weight of his body, grinning at me. Those deep, gray eyes looked straight into mine, 
and | was terror-stricken. | screamed, trying to move out from under him, when suddenly he was gone. | was 
alone. | wiped the beads of sweat from my face with shaking fingers and tried to calm my breathing. It had to 
be all in my head, there's nothing here. Stop it. stop imagining things that don't exist. | knew right where Ben 
was at this moment, he was on stage at the show, playing to a room full of screaming fans. There was no way 
possible that he could be here. Get yourself together, Dustin! Then | felt cold, clutching fingers wrap around my 
ankles and suddenly wretch my body from the MRI unit. | tried to grab onto whatever | could, but there was 
nothing to take hold of, my hands skidded along the smooth metal, my fingers desperately grasping for 
something viable. Before | knew it, | was tossed, full force onto the cold tile floor, where | sat there, dazed and 
confused in my thin hospital gown. 


The room was dimly lit, with no signs of life around at all, the only sound coming from the hum of the 
machines. | pulled myself to my feet and ventured into the control room. There was an eerie silence to the 
flickering monitors that surrounded the room, giving everything a ghastly, ghostly blue glow. | approached the 
desk and reached out for the chair, and much to my surprise, found it was not empty. Sitting there casually, 
with his feet propped up on the desk, with a medical chart in his hands was Ben. He spun the chair around to 
look at me. "I'm afraid it's terminal" He said in a serious tone. 

| ran over to him and grabbed him by handfuls of his shirt, shaking him as hard as | could "You bastard, what 
the hell are you doing to me?" 


Ben's face seemed to light up with my fury. He placed a hand on one of my arms and smiled at me. 
"Absolutely nothing, Dustin. This is all your doing. And as much as | admire your fierceness, | have to inform 
you that this little cat and mouse game is going to end, soon" 


"Good! | can't take any more of this mental bullshit” | released him and stepped away. | had to distance myself 
from him, being that close to his body was already giving me chills. Leaning back against the wall, | crossed my 
arms in front of my chest. "| want you to get out of my head; go away and never come back. | don't care 
what it costs, fuck the shows. We'll do it all on our own." 

Ben crossed his legs and leaned back on the chair. He looked particularly stoic, bathed in the lights from the 
monitors. | couldn't tear my eyes off of him. "I wish you'd understand, Dustin. As | keep telling you, there's no 
way out of this. What | am giving you is something so fantastically wonderful, so far beyond your wildest 
dreams, that you could never even imagine it. You've already agreed." He stood up and moved over to me, 


tracing two fingers along my jawline. "Remember?" 


| immediately swatted his hand away. "I've agreed to nothing.’ 


"Let me refresh your memory.’ He put his hand on the center of my chest and pressed down hard. | was 
pushed against the wall, and the pressure of his hand made it hard to breathe. My ribs started to crack and 
splinter, and excruciating pain spread out from the center of my chest through my entire body. | let out a 
loud cry and he brought his fingers to my lips. "You can continue to protest, but if you do, | can assure you 
that you will regret it. Every time you close your eyes, | will be there. In your dreams, nightmares, just 
waiting to come for you. Each night | will bring you to the height of pleasure, and then drag you down to hell, 
with the most insufferable torture one could ever imagine. When you wake up, your body will become weak, 
and eventually when you become so weak that you cannot fight any longer, | will take your torn and crushed 
body to Death and present it to him." | shivered, listening to his words. "The worst part is that if this happens, 
no one will ever know the truth. They will assume that the pressure of being on the road broke you, you went 
insane, and will lock the shell of your body away in some home until it rots. Everyone will see you as a failure. 
" He removed his hand from my chest and the pain immediately stopped. | was able to breathe again. Reaching 
up, he ran his fingers through my hair. "It doesn't have to be that way. If you just stop fighting it, stop 
fighting me... it will all go away. Just like this." Ben snapped his fingers and everything went dark. 

| found myself laying on the table outside of the MRI machine, there were several nurses and a doctor 
surrounding me. | blinked and inhaled deeply, filling my lungs with air like a drowning man coming up for air 
after he's been submerged for a long time. | looked down and saw that my gown was pulled down off my chest, 
and that there were all sorts of wires stuck to my body. Then | noticed that breathing was difficult, like 
someone had placed bricks on top of me, what the hell was going on? 

The doctor stepped forward. "Relax Mr. Bates. You're going to be OK" He motioned for the nurses and they 
swooped in, removing the pads from my chest and getting me into a sitting position. 


"What the hell happened?" | asked. 


"During your test, you suffered a heart attack. The MRI tech who was doing the test noticed you in distress 


and was able to act quickly, and we were able to bring you back. You're a lucky man" 


A heart attack, what the fucking hell? | couldn't believe what | was hearing. It just felt like | fell asleep for a 
few moments. | looked down at the red, irritated skin of my chest and knew that this wasn't a hallucination. | 
leaned forward and held my head in my hands, overwhelmed with emotion. | could hear the doctor saying 
something about some emergency tests that were going to be performed, but | tuned it all out. My mind was 
reeling with what Ben had said to me. | didn't want to give in, | wanted to fight him so badly, every inch of me 
told me to stand my ground and be defiant, but at what cost would all of this come? 


The remainder of the night had me being poked and prodded with every sort of test imaginable. | didn't even 
protest or complain one bit, | tuned it all out, choosing to deal with the demons inside my head first. It wasn't 
until the small hours of the morning when they finally gave me a room. Thankfully it was a private room with 
a large window where | could see the stars outside. The window pane dripped with a few water droplets that 
remained after the storm had passed. The clouds were now starting to part and my eyes were fixated on the 
heavens, on those gorgeous diamonds twinkling on the blanket of the night sky. Everything was so peaceful at 2 
am. 

| was still awake when Brock rolled in, promptly at seven am, the exact moment when visiting hours started. 


He burst into the room and came straight over to my bed, grabbing my body and giving me the tightest hug 


that | could imagine was ever possible. | thought that his arms around me would break me in two. Finally, after 
several awkward moments, he let go and looked at me, nearly on the verge of tears. "| heard what happened 
last night. Dustin. man. how are you feeling, are you OK? Can | get you anything, what did the doctors say 
caused it? Are you in any pain?" 

| shook my head and gave him a smile. "I'm OK. Tired is all" That was the only truth | could say to him, the 
dark circles under my eyes were proof. "Doc is coming in, in a few minutes to give me the result of the tests. 


So you're right on time." His company made me feel a bit better. "Brock, | am glad you're here." 


He pulled up a chair, positioning it near my bed and fished the TV remote off the nightstand, sitting down so 
that he wasn't more than a foot away from me. "Yeah, you keep saying that, but l'm starting to wonder if | 
should get babysitting pay. " He laughed and started to channel surf. 


The doctor came in by himself, which | thought was a bit unusual and shut the door behind him. Brock clicked 
mute on the TV and sat up. "Had a rough night last night, eh Mr. Bates?" he asked, casually flipping through 
the pages of my chart. 


"Not nearly as bad as some of the shows that we've done. Where you don't get home until two days and a 
half case of beer later." | heard Brock snicker beside me. | elbowed him and he quieted down, but still had a 
mischievous look on his face. 


Frowning, the doctor chose to ignore him. "We got the results of your tests in, and | am sad to tell you that 
they aren't good" | felt my chest starting to tighten up, and the color draining from my face. The doctor 
pointed to Brock. "Would you give us a few moments?" 


Brock didn't budge. "He's fine, just please get on with it. What's wrong with me?" 


The doctor shrugged and flipped through his pages again. "According to all of these tests, Mr. Bates, you are 
dying. Heart failure, l'm afraid. It's odd that you didn't have any other symptoms up until now, it's so badly 
progressed that there's nothing that we can do." 


| kept my eyes lowered. | couldn't look at the doctor or Brock. | thought back to my first confrontation with 
Ben, and how he ripped my heart out, and yet | still lived "Run the tests again" | insisted. 


"There's no need, we did each three times last night. They all show the same result. It is impossible to tell how 
much time you have left, and but eventually your heart will give out. There is no explanation as to the cause 
of it. All we can do is give you medicine to take home with you to make you comfortable." 

Home. | hated that word. There was nothing for me at home, but an empty house. My family was all here with 
me, out on the road. How could | go back and face them with this knowledge that everything we've been 


working so hard for ends here? 


The doctor waited for a few moments and then cleared his throat. "| am going to give you some time to let 
this all soak in. I'd like very much for you to remain here for one more night, as a precaution If you'd like, | 


can make arrangements so that your friend there can remain with you, if that would give you any comfort?" 


Brock folded his arms across his chest. "I'm not going anywhere." The doctor turned and left, closing the door 
behind him and | looked to Brock, who was obviously consumed by his own emotions. | leaned back on the pillow 
and rubbed my eyes. This was insanity. Three days ago | was gearing up to the biggest thing in my life, and 
now here | was, fighting for my life. Brock finally managed to drag his eyes off the floor and look up at me. 


"You want me to make a few phone calls for you Dustin, let everyone know what's going on?" 


| shook my head. This was a responsibility that | had to take on my own. "No. I'll do it myself. Just not right 
now.’ A thought suddenly crossed my mind. "But you can go ahead and tell them that we're going to be one 
more night here, our next show isn't until three days from now, so we can catch up when | get out of here 


tomorrow." 


Brock looked at me confused. "Dustin." 

‘Its alright man, | got this covered, go get yourself some food, and | need you to pick up some things for me, 
it's going to be a long night tonight" It took a bit of persuading, but eventually Brock came around and did what 
| asked. He called the label and the touring staff and informed them that we'd be delayed by a day or so at 
the hospital, and that we'd fly to the next city first thing in the morning. | knew what he was thinking, but for 
the first time in years, | completely disregarded his thoughts, it broke my heart. He sat on the edge of my 
bed, ignoring the television, his phone, everything. We talked for hours about music, the band, our insane hopes 
and dreams for the future. | never knew how much he meant to me, until then. Hours passed and the sun 
slipped down below the mountains and twilight was upon us. Brock curled up in the chair next to my bed and 
the thoughtful nurses brought him a blanket, which he pulled up around his chin tightly to ward off the usual 
hospital chills. | watched him as he fell into a deep sleep, his chest rising and falling with each breath taken. | 
wondered what he was dreaming about, thinking it must be someplace nice and warm, away from any bit of 
drama or stress. | was jealous of him in a way, of his undying devotion and love for the band..and for me. | 
wished that | could have that kind of blind trust in someone, willing to put my happiness in their hands without 
hesitation. 


The hours slowly crept by, as | lay there listening to the low drone of the hospital and humoring each nurse 
that came in to fuss with me. Long after midnight, when | was absolutely certain that Brock was asleep, | 
quietly got myself out of bed, thankful that | managed to convince the charge nurse earlier to remove the 
heart monitor from me so that the alarms wouldn't start going off. Grasping hold of the needle inserted into 
my arm, | slipped it out of my vein and tossed it aside, dripping bright red droplets of blood all over the bed 
sheets. | rummaged through the bag that Brock had brought me and found the fresh set of clothing, along 
with a few other items that | asked him to bring me, which he did without question | couldn't help but to 
smile at his sleeping form, knowing what a perfect friend he was. | said a silent prayer to whatever Gods were 


listening to watch over him. He deserved that. 


| stepped out of my room and pulled the door shut. It clicked more loudly than any other latch | have ever 
heard in my entire life. The hall was entirely empty. | took a few steps and looked around at the plain mint 
green colored walls that seemingly went on forever. Not even knowing which direction | was going in, | just 
started walking, noting how highly polished the floors were, even bright enough to see my own reflection in. | 
kept walking, then stopped, what the hell was | doing? Where was | going? Then | saw it, a dark shape in the 


corner of my eye, nothing more than a shadow, scurrying around the corner and out of sight. | quickened my 


pace and as | rounded the corner, the fluorescent lights overhead started to flicker, on and off in a random 
manner. | could hear the dim electric hum every time they switched back on and came to life. | glanced down 
the hall and stared at the sight before me. The shadows that were lurking about, swirled and churned, in a 
vortex like pattern, merging together to form a humanoid shape. Breathtaking and mesmerizing, the dark form 
stood at the end of the hallway, illuminated eerily by the flickering lights. | took a step forward and it moved 
towards me, taking a step closer, trails of dark shadows, trailing out behind it like some sort of macabre veil. | 
stood there for long moments, shivering, shaking, not quite sure what to do, when | heard the whisper. 
"Dustin." | instantly knew who it was. | stood completely still and watched in fascination as the shadows moved 
forward, slowly floating down the hall towards me as | held my ground. | looked down and saw them swirling 
around my feet, then my ankles, then they started to ascend, but they weren't just around the outside of my 
body, they oozed in through the cuff of my pants and wrapped their inky blackness around my bare legs, 
moving, writhing, snaking up my body. The touch was unlike anything | ever experienced before. The spiral 
movements of their corporeal form on legs, rising higher and higher was completely erotic. It was both tender 
and seductive as it continued to churn its way up, slinking into the space between my legs and totally 
encompassing my shaft, slipping along the length with the tender touch of fine velvet. | shivered uncontrollably 
as the shadowy thing twirled spiral shapes around my torso, and rising over my chest. It brushed past my 
nipples and up to around my neck. | started to feel my throat close up and it became difficult to breathe. The 
feeling of drowning in an endless sea of blackness was overwhelming. As | struggled for breath, | felt my hands 
clutch tightly and my nails start to dig into the palms of my hands. It was so wonderful, and yet so terrible at 


the same time. 


Somehow, | managed to break myself out of the stupor for a moment and come to my senses. "Get away." | 
whispered through clenched teeth. The dark mist immediately retreated, slinking down my flesh and leaving it 
cold and painful to the touch, almost as if | had been frostbite. It remained for a few moments, hovering in the 
empty hallway, before disappearing completely. "Where are you?" | shouted. Almost as if in response, a door 
opened at the end of the hall, and | slowly approached it. | could see that it opened up to an eerie stairwell, 
twisting and turning its way to the top of the building. Stepping inside, | turned around and looked back to the 
empty hall, to the room where Brock still slept with a rising sense of guilt. There was this sinking feeling inside 
of me that if | let that door go closed, | would never see him again. The thought was almost unbearable. My 
hand held onto the door handle for long moments, as my mind was torn, then | felt a sudden, sharp pain in my 
chest which crippled me for a second, almost dropping me to the ground in agony. | gasped for breath and then 
quickly as it came, it was gone. | let go of the door and began my ascent up the stairs to the roof, taking one 
step at a time, each feeling like they were going to be my last. 

It was cold and windy on the roof of the hospital. | stepped outside and let the door shut behind me. | looked to 
the edge of the stone railing and saw Ben there, the most magnificent sight | have ever seen in my entire life. 
Dressed in his simple black shirt, he had donned tight fitting black pants, tucked into imposing leather boots, 
adorned with silver studs and grommets. Balancing precariously on the edge, he flared out those incredibly 
beautiful black feather wings, which | had seen on the first night, and | looked on in awe. | wanted to reach out 
and touch them so badly, run my fingers along each of the shafts and veins, feel the pin feathers between my 
fingers. | stood my ground, and just took in the sight of this creature before me. Ben flared his wings out, in a 
dramatic response to my gawking and then tucked them behind him, and started walking along the edge of the 
stone rail, looking down at the traffic far below instead of me. Awkward moments of silence passed before | 


stepped forward and called to him. "I'm here." 


Ben continued his pacing. | don't know why, but | was growing more and more nervous with each step that he 
took. "So you are." He put one foot in front of the other, transfixed on the street and not me. "You've made 


your decision then?" 


| took a long breath. "Yes." | answered, my voice wavering and unsure of itself. 

His pacing took him completely around the perimeter of the roof, and as he reached the starting point, he 
finally looked at me with those luxurious gray eyes and stopped. | straightened my back and met his gaze, 
unwavering. Jumping down from the rail, he slowly walked over to me, the looming darkness following him, and 


reached to me, putting his hand alongside my cheek and cupping my face in his hand. 


"You've chosen wisely, Dustin." His voice was soothing and comforting, like the velvet shadows, | wanted to wrap 
myself up in them and shut out the world. | felt as though a huge weight was taken off my shoulders. The 
looming darkness that surrounded him seemed warm and welcoming now. Forever wouldn't be so bad at all. 
Plucking my glasses off my face, he placed his thumb and forefinger on my chin and tilted my head up, letting 
them drop to the ground. The wind whipped around us, as | leaned into him, into his warmth and desire, and let 
my arms circle around his waist. Those soft, silken feathers brushed over the skin of my hands, as | calmly 
embraced him. There was no hate, no remorse, nothing but an intense comfort in his arms. The world melted 
away, along with all of my pain as he brought those soft lips to mine and kissed me. | had spent my entire life 
longing, wanting, desperately searching for a place to fit in, to belong and here | found it. No struggles, no 
fighting, only endless love under a sea of silver stars. This is what | was searching for. The future, the past, 
none of it mattered anymore. He kissed my lips over and over, each one more tender than the last, as | inhaled 
and took in the air from his lungs. | let my hands move up, and | could feel the hard bone structures of his 
wings that jutted out of his back. My fingertips brushed lightly over his spine and | heard him let out a soft 
sigh. 


The silence was broken by the muffled screech of a door opening and | felt Ben's body stiffen up. | looked at 
him curiously and could see that he was gazing at something behind me. Before | could say or do anything, he 
grabbed my body and forcibly yanked me backwards towards the edge of the roof. | lost my footing and fell to 
the ground, landing in a pile of rubble and broken glass. The wind had picked up considerably and was now 
whipping around us and | was forced to yell to him. "Ben, what the hell is going on?" 


He moved to stand in front of me, almost protectively with his wings spread out the full length and a look of 
such rage on his face that | thought for sure | was staring at the devil himself. | pulled myself to my feet 
and peered around his body and my jaw dropped. There, standing at the entrance to the stairwell was Brock, 
with a gun pointing straight at Ben. "Brock!" | shouted, almost in disbelief. 


Brock didn't tear his eyes off of Ben He kept his ground, standing there with the gun pointed at Ben's head, 


unmovable. "Dustin, get away from him, now" He growled. 


"Brock, wait a moment, take a breath, put that gun down or else someone's going to get hurt" | took a step 
forward, but Ben reached out and put an arm across my chest, holding me back. In response, Brock pulled the 


hammer of the gun back, cocking it and adjusted his aim. Ben snarled. | tried desperately to diffuse the 


situation. "Look, you don't know all the facts man, lets talk this through, we can sort it all out alright?" 


Even though it was frigidly cold outside, | could make out beads of sweat building up on Brock's forehead 
Normally a very calm and reserved person, this sudden change of character frightened me. | could see so 
much hatred in those eyes, and perhaps a pang of jealousy. "I don't need any explanation, Dustin. Get the fuck 
away from that... That thing! | don't want to hit you!" 


Ben snarled and sneered at Brock "You shouldn't meddle in matters that do not concern you boy." He took a 


step forward, arching his wings and looking positively menacing. 


"Things that don't concern me?" Brock looked hurt. "Look at Dustin there, HE is my concern. You're right 
though, | don't know what's going on, other than the fact that you have done something to him, and whatever 
it is, its getting worse." He shook his head and | could see that he was starting to break. "You're killing him, and 
| have to stop that!" 


My heart was pounding furiously in my chest. | had to stop this before it got any worse. | went to say 
something and Ben cut me off abruptly. "Why are you so afraid of losing him? Are you afraid of losing a 
friend, a family member, or perhaps your front man?" | picked up a distinct tone in Ben's voice, he was 
prodding Brock, picking away, trying to get him to breakdown and falter. "Are you afraid that without Dustin, 
you'll be forced to be nothing again? Go back to playing run down dives, and trashy bars every weekend? A 
nobody?" Ben squinted his eyes and waved his hand at Brock. "No, the real reason isn't as shallow and petty as 
that, is it? Hmm?" He moved forward, closer to Brock and the gun. "It's something more. You're afraid of losing 


him because you love him." 


Ben's words shattered inside of my head and sent shards and pangs of disbelief through my mind. Could what 
he was saying be true? | saw a stray tear run down Brock's cheek as | looked at him, and | knew that it was 
the truth. The gun in his hand started to shake as his arm lowered a bit. All these years, no one ever stood 
beside me more than Brock, through all the good times and bad, he was there for me, picking me up, dusting 
me off and telling me to keep at it. | never suspected anything more than friendship, simply because | was too 
blind to see it. | was hell bent on getting our music out there, to achieve success for all of us. So many things 
had changed in my life since then. Including when Ben came along, | would have never entertained the idea of 


being with another male. He changed me. 


"Fuck youl" Brock shouted and pulled the trigger of the gun. | heard the loud bang and the flash of smoke as 
the bullet exploded from the barrel. The stench of gunpowder assaulted my nostrils, and instinctively, | dropped 
to the ground to avoid getting hit. 


Unfortunately, Brock's aim was off and the bullet hit the stone rail behind me, sending a rain of concrete 
pouring down onto the street below. Ben snapped into action, in a whirl of black feathers and darkness, he 
lunged forward and wrenched the gun from Brock's hand, grabbing him by the wrist and giving it a twist. | 
could hear the sickening crunch of bones snapping and Brock screaming in pain. Ben grabbed him by the neck 
and lifted him off the ground Immediately Brock's face started turning red as he started to squeeze, cutting 
off his air supply. | vaulted to my feet and ran across the rooftop, stepping on my discarded glasses along the 


way, smashing them into bits, and stopped a few feet short of Ben 


Even though the wind was screaming in my ears, | lowered my voice. "Ben. Stop." | stepped forward and put a 
hand on his shoulder. "Please." Ben looked over his shoulder at me and then back to Brock who was now a 
terrible shade of purple, but still struggling. | silently pleaded with him, imploring mercy with my eyes, simply 
because | thought that words were useless at this point. He sighed and pulling his arm back, tossed Brock's 
body down onto the ground. Right away, he started gasping for breath and holding his shattered wrist in his 
hand. He would live. | dropped my hand down to Ben's forearm and squeezed it tightly. "Thank you." | whispered. 


Ben turned away from Brock, and went back to the ledge, resting his arms on it and looking over the edge once 
again, lost in thought. | walked over and joined him, leaning against his side, | rested my head on his shoulder. 
There didn't seem to be a need for words between us. We stood there, looking out to the city beyond with the 


rushing cars and twinkling lights, home to thousands of people, all far below our feet. 
"How could you tell?" | asked, trying to look at his eyes, he was avoiding me. 


Ben gave me the tiniest of smiles, if it even was a smile at all, | couldn't tell for certain. "You should know by 
now, Dustin. | see things in people. | see their hopes and their dreams. Yours called to me, desperately wanting 
your voice to be heard, your name to be remembered, and to be accepted for who you are." He gestured over 
to Brock's direction. "His is different, all he wants is you. 

Nothing attached, no ultimatums or stipulations, he only wants for you to love him in return. | could feel it the 
moment he walked through the door. It poured out of him in waves. He'd die for you Dustin 


| frowned, and felt the heavy weight return to my chest. It pressed painfully against my heart. "I don't believe 


that. No one should feel that way towards another person It gives them power over you." 
"Do you believe that?" he asked. 
"| do." 


| saw Brock start to stir and | ran over to his side. His eyes were fixed on Ben, locked on in a vicious vengeful 
spite of rage. "Dustin, please. Whatever this is, | am begging you, don't do it. He's fucking evil and you know 
that. Stay here. If not for me, stay for you. Create, sing, do whatever, just don't let him take that away from 


you." 


Its not that simple Brock. | was made an offer and | took it" | lowered my eyes and reached out for his 
uninjured hand, holding onto it tightly. "If | go against it now, | am not sure | will have the strength to keep 


fighting, and in the end, | will surely succumb. | won't be the same person anymore." 


Brock gave me a desperate look "You do have the strength. You have all those fans out there, cheering you on 
from night to night, they want to hear your voice, they want to receive the Message. The band, they are 
your family as much as blood would ever be. Are you so fucking blind as not to see them out there with you 


every night, backing you up? They need you and you need them!" 


| heard footsteps behind me, and was aware that Ben was no longer standing on the edge of the rail. | wasn't 
completely sure where he had gone to, | was more focused on Brock. "What about you, Brock? What do you 


need?" 


He gave me a smile though the pain and entwined his fingers with mine. "I need you" My heart shattered and | 
started to feel tears swell up in my eyes. | pulled his hand up to my lips and kissed his knuckles. 


| need you too, Brock" Saying those words felt cathartic. 
From behind me, | heard Ben's voice, flat and toneless. "You're dying. Dustin." 


| kept my eyes on Brock. | didn't want to turn around and face what was behind me. "I know." Ben put his hand 


on my shoulder; | could see his dark shadow looming over me. 
"Stand up, Dustin’ he commanded. 


| felt something bubble up from deep inside of me, some hidden bit of courage, or defiance, and | knew what | 
had to do. "I'll stand up, alright, but l'm not facing you. I'm going to stand up and we're going to walk out of 
here. And | don't care what you do to me, how you torture me mentally or physically, l'm going to fight 
against you every step of the way." 

His hand grabbed at my shirt and he roughly spun me around. | was now eye to eye with him. A strange 
fatigue suddenly set in, and | started to feel incredibly weak. My body wobbled and wavered, but Ben caught 
me in his arms and held me tight. A series of sharp pains stabbed me in the heart and | cried out in pain, 
clutching my chest. 


"| told you, Dustin, there wasn't a way out of this, and now you're suffering. Cant you see that this is what 
you will be subjected to day and night, crippling you and making you nothing more than liability to the ones 
that you love? Are you prepared for that? This is the last time you will ever have the chance to go with me, 
after this.. | cannot help you any longer; you can't beat me, you wil succumb to your fate. Your heart is 


failing now, even as we speak." 


Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Brock was on his feet, holding his arm and leaning against the rail for 
support. "| was wrong, loving someone doesn't make you weak, it gives you strength. If my heart is dying, then 
Let it Die. | won't ever be blinded again" 

Surprisingly Ben let me go and | walked away from him, and rejoined Brock. We gave each other a knowing nod 
and had almost made it to the door to the stairwell, when Ben called back to me. 


"Dustin!" | knew that | had to keep moving, but for a moment | let my guard down and turned around. At the 
same time, Ben came rushing at me from the center of the room and slammed my body against the metal 
door frame. It knocked the breath out of me and | was stunned, helpless as | was forced to look into those now 
red-rimmed eyes. He reached up and ripped my shirt open, and | yelled out in protest, trying my best to move 
away, to struggle but it was futile. | had a sudden rush of memory of that fateful night when our pact was 


made and to seal the deal, he had ripped out my heart. It was only symbolic, but | knew better. | had felt 
empty and alone when Ben wasn't there, because | was missing it, but when he was near me, the owner of my 


heart, | felt whole again. That explained why | lost myself when | was near him. 


Ben's fingertips turned and twisted into those sharp talons again, and | screamed out in terror as he slid one 
down my cheek, splitting the flesh open easily, like a razor blade. | could feel the blood dripping down my face 
and jawline, so warm and thick. | could do nothing but stand there and watch as he pulled his arm back once 
again, this time would probably be the final blow, | kept my eyes open and waiting, | wanted to see death 
coming for me. As he brought his arm back down, | cried out. In a splatter of red gore he plunged it into his 
own chest. His grip on me still held firm as he let out a loud scream, blood bubbling up on his lips and took 
hold of his own heart and started to pull. | could see tendons and flesh ripping as he released the organ from 
his chest and held it out for a moment, giving me a sad look. 


"You were right, Dustin. It gives you power over someone." | searched his eyes for an explanation, but all | 
could see was loneliness and pain. As the gaping hole in his chest oozed profusely, | watched in horror as the 
color faded from his skin, and those beautiful dark wings started to decay and decompose, turning into gray 


ashes that swirled around in the breeze. 


"Go and spread the message, be yourself, and love without abandon. A bit of me will always be with you, 
because in the end, | did love you.” As the last word left his lips, he tightened his grip on the heart and 
slammed it into my chest. | felt my skin burning and sizzling, as if someone had set it on fire, and my bones 
separate, letting the darkness inside. | gasped for breath and forced my lungs to fill with air. Deep inside of my 
chest, my own tissue was forming with his, joining Together and merging into one. There was so much sadness, 
so much sorrow inside that | thought | would die from the agony of that alone. Then | heard his voice inside of 
my head. "..but there was great goodness too, find it, bring it back to the light.." The last of the shadows 
dissipated and Ben dropped down to the ground. 


Ben!" | knelt down beside him and rolled his body to the side. His skin was already icy cold, but there was no 
sign of the self induced trauma. Gray, lifeless eyes gazed up at me, and | shivered He was dead. "No!" | 


screamed and threw myself down over his exposed chest, sobbing. 


| sensed Brock standing behind me. "Dustin, we have to go. Come on, let's get out of here. We will call someone 


when we're far away." 


| took one last look at Ben laying there on the ground. They say that in death, a person receives peace. Seeing 
his body there, | knew that this wasn't true. He had swapped places, taken whatever punishment was meant 
for me breaking my deal. Sacrificed himself for me, and forfeited his own soul, and now | was left to live with 
what was left. Picking up the pieces and moving on wasn't going to be easy at all. | walked to the center of the 


rooftop and picked up my shattered glasses, broken pieces of a broken man 


Joining Brock at the door, we closed and locked it, then headed back downstairs to the main part of the 
hospital. It was back to normal again, bustling with people and patients in an ordinary fashion. After a quick trip 
to the ER. to get a cast put on his wrist, and a lot of whining, we were on a plane headed for the next city. 


Brock called the tour manager and told them that we were on our way, and he explained that there was 
possibly going to be a change in schedule, because Benjamin Burnley couldn't be found. We would be the 
headlining act for the next few cities, or until Ben returned. | felt sick to my stomach. Brock said it was air 
sickness, but | knew better. 


Several months passed. Brock's wrist healed, the laceration on my cheek disappeared to only a very faint scar. 
Our music was at the top of the charts. We were playing in the largest venue that we ever had before. | 
peered out the curtain to see the sold out house in front of me with wide eyes. Every inch of the floor was 
packed, as well as the balcony far above the stage. Everything was bathed in a blue glow from our stage 
lights, and | could see the familiar illumination of the Emulator beckoning to me. | gripped hold of my 
microphone and wiped some sweat away from my forehead. Brock joined me, in his suit and straightened up my 


bow tie. "Hey, you ok?" 
"Yeah, I'm fine. | got this." This time, | truly meant it. 


The first few chords of music started and Brock gave me a knowing wink and then headed out to the stage, 
calling behind him. "Hell ya you do!" | followed him out, to a thunderous round of applause. 


We flew through the songs in no time at all. The energy from the crowd was exciting. | glanced down at the 
set list at my feet, and motioned for the band to hold up before starting the next song. Gripping the mic, | 
addressed the crowd. 


"Alright, everyone is having a good time?" The cheers were amazing. "Awesomell | want to stop for a moment 
right now before we do the next song and give it a proper introduction" | could see the other members of the 
band looking at me, slightly confused. All but Brock. He knew. "There comes a time in your life when you think 
you're invincible, that nothing can hurt you and you're at the top of your game, you're going to live forever.. 
but the truth is that we're all vulnerable, more so than we care to think, and time is precious. We build up 
ourselves to be something more than human, and in reality, that's all we really are.. human. So | ask this of all 
of you out there tonight. take a moment, look a good look at your life and those people who really matter to 
you. The ones who stood by your side and never ran away. the ones who love you unconditionally. stop for one 
moment and tell them how much you appreciate them, and just how much you love them, even if it hurts... 


this is 


"Let It Die" 

| cut you into pieces 

Searching for your imperfections 

| had plans to make you whole 

But all my threads couldn't stop the bleeding 
There's nothing left, but I'm not leaving 
When all | know is you 


I've been looking for a way 


To bring you back to life 

And if | could find a way, 

Then | would bring you back tonight 
I'd make you look, I'd make you lie 

I'd take the coldness from your eyes 
But you told me, if you love me 

Let it die 


Your eyes stare right through me 
Ignoring my failed attempts to 

Breathe back life into your veins 

But | can't start your cold heart beating 
You're so far gone, but l'm not leaving 


When all | know is you 


I've been looking for a way 

To bring you back to life 

And if | could find a way, 

Then | would bring you back tonight 
I'd make you look, I'd make you lie 

I'd take the coldness from your eyes 
But you told me, if you love me 

Let it die 


And you left me more dead 
Than you'll ever know 
When you left me alone 


I've been looking for a way 

To bring you back to life 

And if | could find a way, 

Then | would bring you back tonight 
I'd make you look, I'd make you lie 

I'd take the coldness from your eyes 
But you told me, if you love me 

Let it die 


Ricochet -Starset Series- Chapter 4 


Author's Notes: 

This installment of the Starset Series wasn't planned. | decided to do three chapters and make the story 
completely self-contained, however the band recently released a new album, called "Vessels" and after hearing 
a few tracks on it, | decided that | would like to take some of the lyrics and turn them into a story that was 
my take on how they made me feel. Originally | was going to start with a new plot, but one song in particular 
"Ricochet" lent itself perfectly to how my story was going. (even though it had ended) So | decided to give it 
another go.. | don't know how this will progress, because of this writing on l-19-2011, the album is set to be 


released tomorrow, and! am sure that there will be other songs on there that will inspire me as well. THEY 


DON'T KNOW MY HEART!! 


Please keep in mind when reading this that this story and all that comes before and after it is completely a 
work of my imagination. If you are easily offended by homosexual actions between band members, then | 
suggest that you cease reading this right away. | like to consider my writing science-fiction/fantasy.. and that 
is all it is, a FANTASY story. 

One more note, I've personally met the guys from Starset and Breaking Benjamin, and they both are the nicest 
bunch of guys that you would ever want to meet. They do a lot for their fans, and | suggest that if you ever 
get the chance to do a VIP event, go for it. Its well worth the price, you won't be disappointed. 


(this chapter is inspired by the Starset song of the same name) 
Ricochet 


There's something to be said for feeling safe and warm. It's a feeling that completely wraps around you and 
takes hold, building a wall of invulnerability that nothing can breach. It creates that impossible world where 
everything is right and there is no pain, agony or animosity. Finding this place is extremely difficult, and only a 
few lucky souls ever make it to this level of happiness. |, however am one of the fortunate individuals. The 
sweet, shadowy darkness that surrounded me was pleasant, comforting and welcoming. It bathed me in a warm, 
soothing murkiness that completely shut away all light, keeping the harsh absoluteness at bay. | rolled over and 
felt his body near mine, laying on the side, heat from his skin was so warm and comforting. Reaching out, | 
pulled the silk sheet down away from his body, watching as it slowly descended down over his shoulder, then to 
his arm, and stopped at his hip. His bare flesh was perfectly pale and white, with very faint blue lines of veins 
lurking just below the surface. | laid there and stared at the marvel of beauty of his torso, muscular and 
strong, slightly rising and falling with each intake of breath. | let my fingers explore the small of his back, 
finding the bony ridges of his spine and start to slowly drag them up his back. | noticed how strong and 
muscular his shoulders were, broad and solid, able to bear almost any weight. Letting my fingers dance over 
them, | enjoyed the sensation of power and ruggedness underneath my fingertips. Leaning into him, | bought my 
lips to the delicate spot on the back of his neck, just below the hairline and placed a feather light kiss upon it. | 
felt him stir next to me, and | took the opportunity to slide my arm under his and pull myself closer to him. 


The heat instantly warmed my cool skin, chasing away the slight chill that crept into the air around me. | could 
smell the scent of his body, mixed with the masculine fragrance of his subtle cologne fill my nostrils and | 
closed my eyes, enjoying the moment. To my surprise, he rolled over and entwine his legs with mine, locking 
our bodies together in a firm embrace. My eyes opened and met with his, completely melting in those deep 
pools of color. When | first met him, | noticed how pale and colorless those grey irises were, but now the 
ocular canvas was dotted with spots of the most magnificent green color. It reflected in the almost non- 
existent dim light, making them sparkle like emeralds. He reached out and ran his fingers through my hair, and 
then to the side of my head, letting his them casually fall onto my jawline. | could feel each digit brushing 
against the stubble of my facial hair as his soft caresses gently eased me out of the daze of sleep. Being this 
close felt wonderful, and a peaceful wave of safety and serenity resonated through my body. | gave him a light 
smile, and searched his face for one in return. Still stoic as ever, | did not find one, but instead, he answered 
with a kiss, using his fingers that rested on my jaw to tilt my head up as he sank down to meet me, our lips 


locked together in a moment of pure ecstasy. 


The kiss tasted sweet and delicious, with a deep lingering note of temptation and invitation. His hand shifted 
from the side of my face, down to my neck, and over my collarbone, dragging those slender fingers of his 
along with it, easing them down to my chest. Each swirl of movement left a trail of receptive flesh behind it, 
leaving it sensitive and prompting my body to respond in a most enlivened state. With the most subtle of 
movements, he dragged the impossibly beautiful form of his body onto mine, and the skin to skin contact was 
excruciatingly erotic. The satin sheet shifted and slid silently down behind him as he arched his back down and 
started to kiss my throat. My heart beat fast and thudded every single time those soft lips touched my skin. 
First kiss was on the side of my neck, then over my Adam's apple, between my collarbones, and to the center 
of my rising and falling chest. Desperately wanting to touch this magnificent man, | reached for him and let my 
fingers run thtough his hair. It was soft and thick, like fine black velvet that | let slip in and out between each 
finger, gently grabbing tufts of it just to feel that softness and know it was real. His breath was warm and 
welcoming on my skin, as he parted his lips and licked at my ripples, and instinctively | shifted slightly under his 
solid weight, spreading my legs out to allow him to easily position between them. | arched my back and let out 
a soft moan of pleasure as his tongue rolled around the edge of my sensitive flesh, moving in perfect circles 
around the outer edge with a ravenous delight, the likes of which | had never experienced before. His hands 
ran down both the sides of my body, and came to rest on the bones of my hips, pushing me slightly back 
down onto the deep mattress of the bed, as he drew a tender bit of flesh into his mouth, sucking on my 
nipple, occasionally grazing his teeth over the taught flesh, causing me to tug on those strands of dark hair in 
an involuntary response. | felt his hand shift very slightly, and his fingers dip down over my hip and navigate 
their way to the inside of my thigh. Each subtle movement felt perfect and gentle, but leaving me with the 


longing and an intense desire for the next one. 


| glanced down to see him lower his head, and start kissing the flat part of my stomach. Holding himself up 
with one arm, | watched the muscles in his back and shoulders ripple in the dim light, while his lips found their 
way to a spot just below my navel. My hands dropped off his hair and grasped at the bedsheets, clutching at 
it, as he spoke a story on my flesh, without words, each sentence and chapter filled with movements of those 
lips, kissing, licking, sucking, moving lower and lower. | could feel the feint touch of his hand as it teased my 
now fully aroused shaft, running along the length and then back up again, his touch hesitating for a moment 


over the head with tantalizing round movements that left me gasping for breath. | leaned back into the pillows, 
feeling his body sliding further down on mine. The heat between us was almost unbearable, my body was 
glistening with sweat and feverish, but it was a welcoming, pleasurable sensation in the coolness of the room. | 
forced myself to take deep breaths, to stop the pounding of my heart so that | could enjoy each moment, 
each delightful touch, and the closeness of our bodies together. | reached out, and my hands found the tops of 
his shoulders, | wanted him so badly. | let my fingers curl over his muscular frame and dig in ever so gently 
as | felt him shift with the smallest of movements, and lower his head. | waited for that moment, for the 
touch of his lips on my engorged shaft, but nothing. He was motionless, remaining completely still on top of me, 
and | looked down to see him slowly start to tilt his face up, all ashen and pale, looking directly in my eyes. | 
shuddered, and a low cry escaped my throat. Those beautiful grey green eyes were now the demon red color 
again, trained and set right on me, flaring to life with a frightening crimson flash of violence and hatred. 


Twisting his lips, he sneered at me, taking obvious discomfort in my terrified state. 


There was a faint sound of something twisting, cracking and | looked on in horror as those jet black wings 
protruded from his back, breaking through the skin and slicing their way out from his spine. | shifted my body 
backwards, away from him, taking up all the sheets and blankets under me as | tried to scoot away, but it was 
of no use. As those huge wings unfurled around him, sending minute droplets of blood all over the bed, he 
lunged forward and grabbed my calf, his fingernails digging painfully into the flesh and pulled me down. | tried 
to grab onto the headboard of the bed, but he was too strong, and soon | was laying flat on my back, naked 
and afraid with him looming over me. Straddling me with the force of ten men, he slammed down hard, gripping 
both of my forearms with his hands, and pressed his chest against mine, letting the full, crushing weight fall 
over me. | struggled for breath. Sneering, snickering, his eyes locked onto mine, those wicked, red eyes beamed 
at me through hollow sockets and | stared in horror as his pale flesh began to flake off, turning to ash and 
disintegrate before me. | could feel each and every shred of that black ash touch my skin, and it instantly 
started to burn | squirmed and struggled to get free, but he still held me in place. Bringing that rotting, 
macabre face close to mine, | could smell the stench of death and decay on him and tried to turn away as he 
came close, and | managed to face away from him as his putrid lips found my cheek, and he kissed me, searing 
my skin with a blinding white hot pain. My entire body was now bubbling and boiling with hundreds of burns 
from the ashes, the stench of festering and scorching flesh was overwhelming. He brought his lips to my ear, 
and whispered to me. "You did this to me, Dustin" | screamed, inhaling lungfuls of the foul air and started to 
gag and cough. The vile, rancid stench made me nauseous and | began to wretch, bringing up mouthfuls of bile 
from my stomach. Tears ran down my eyes as | looked up at the dark shape looming over me and | gasped for 
breath. My lungs were closing off, | couldn't get enough air in at all, | felt the room starting to pitch and turn. 
Then | heard Benjamin laugh at me. 


| sat up with a start, clawing and scratching at the flesh of my arms, desperately trying to get the burning 
ash off of them as fast as | could. | felt hands grabbing me, holding onto my shoulders and shaking. | violently 


lashed out, as consciousness slowly descended on me, trying to fend off whomever as trying to accost me. 


"Dustin, hey wake up! You're dreaming.” | heard a familiar voice and opened my eyes quickly, ceasing my 
struggle and saw Brock in bed next to me, desperately trying his best to rouse me from my slumber. | took a 


breath and fell back against the pillows, running my hands over my face. It was a dream, nothing more. 


With a crackly, distorted, distant voice, | managed to spew out a apology to him and tried my best to unwind 
my body from the twisted folds of sheets that held me down to the bed, hoping that the dream didn't 
protrude onto reality. | stretched my legs out cautiously just to be sure and was relieved to see that it hadn't. 


"Hey, I'm sorry about that." 


Brock pulled himself up to a sitting position, and gave me a concerned look. Even after being forced out of sleep 
by my shouting and flailing, he wasn't upset or angry. | turned over to my side and gave him a reassuring 
smile, which he gratefully accepted. It was early morning, and the sun was streaming in through the floor 
length windows lined the walls of our apartment. The sound of the waves outside crashing against the beach 
was soothing and comforting. Brock leaned over and wrapped one arm around me, and the warmth of his skin 
made me want to slip back to the sweet slumber of sleep. "H's just a nightmare, everyone gets them. Don't 
worry about it" He gave me a gentle kiss on the side of the face, reminding me that | had to shave and then 
pulled himself out of bed | made an effort to roll over and watch him as he stood up, his frame tall and 
slender, stretching out, wearing nothing more than boxers. He was so young, but the love that he had for me 
was ageless, and | appreciated that. "I am going to go make some breakfast. If you want some, you better drag 
that sweet ass out of bed, because in 20 minutes | am going to devour every bite and then you'll have nothing 
but pop tarts." 


"Are they galaxy colored, with little white sprinkles for stars?" | mumbled. 


Picking up a discarded pair of pants left on the floor, Brock threw them at me. "Nope, only plain cinnamon and 
sugar, because someone has forgotten to go shopping, so you get boring breakfast treats instead" With a 
smirking laugh, he headed out of the bedroom, quietly shutting the door behind him. | let out a quiet sigh and 
sat up, letting my legs hang over the edge of the bed. It was over a year since our tour finished, and that we 
settled down here together on this beautiful beachfront apartment. It had everything that we wanted, lots of 
space for rehearsal, a recording studio in the basement, a built in bar with a full size living room for 
entertaining, and most importantly, a beautiful view of the sky at night. Our first tour had done wonderfully, 
and our album was one of the best-selling of the year. The earnings we made from the headlining shows had 
paid well enough for us to live comfortably for some time, and it was a much needed break from all the 
stress of putting on a show every night. | even managed to invest some of the funds so that we could live at 
this level for a few years if needed, however, in the last few weeks, something started to gnaw at me. Even 
though we were happy with where we were, | was anxious and restless. The days were filled with jamming with 
friends, reading books on the balcony or even just sitting around doing nothing. Brock busied himself on the 
internet, working closely with the fan club, the Messengers, doing promoting and all the required amount of fan 
stuff. The rest of the guys would pop in occasionally to check up on us and see how we were doing. Life 
started to feel as though Brock and | was an old married couple. This complacent feeling started to irritate me. 
We had been through so much together, and now our lives were reduced to getting up every morning with 
bacon and eggs, lunch at noon, dinner at six and then bed by 10. 


| sluggishly dragged myself out of bed, showered, shaved and got dressed in a record I5 minutes. Heading to 
the kitchen, | found Brock sitting at the table, engrossed in a guitar magazine with a half-eaten plate of food in 
front of him. | sat down beside him and reached for a bottle of whiskey. Without even looking up, he slid the 
bottle away from me and pushed a cup of coffee in front of me instead, followed by a plate of food. | frowned, 


and he shot me an accusing look, and then flipped a page. Begrudgingly | picked at the pieces of bacon with the 
fork and scowled at him. Silently, | wondered if this is what my life has been reduced to, an early morning 


Ozzie and Harriet sitcom. 
Finally after some time, he lowered the magazine. "So what was your dream about?" he asked. 


| shrugged and stuck my fork into a pancake and sloshed it around in the syrup. "Nothing memorable, just a 
stupid run of the mill nightmare, but | think that there were rabid flamingos in it." | lied. | could remember 
every detail of it, but the topic of Ben was strictly off limits. After our last encounter, he was reported 
missing, and we were forced to continue on with the tour without the band, headlining ourselves and had gained 
a enormous fan base because of it. The news reported that after Ben failed to report for a show, the 
authorities had implemented a search of the venue, and surrounding area, including the hospital grounds near 
it, but nothing turned up. There was no trace of foul play, or any inclination that he was in danger. Almost as 
if he had simply vanished. Theories, mostly from the fans and people that knew him started to surface that 
Ben had been ill for quite some time but was keeping it from the media, and finally he was too ill to perform, 
and didn't want the added pressure of the media spotlight, so he arranged a disappearance. Others were that 
he went and committed suicide someplace where his body could never be recovered. | followed all the stories 


with interest, because | knew the truth. WE knew the truth, Brock and I. 


Flightless birds are the worst and are usually only good for eating with ranch dressing." He laughed, and put 
the magazine down neatly on the table next to him, turning his attention to me. "So what are your plans for 


the day?" he asked. 
The question caught me off guard. "Huh? Nothing really, how about you?" 


Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he scrolled through some messages before answering. | could tell that he 
was a little annoyed in my lack of enthusiasm for the day. "I'm meeting up with Adam, and we're going to check 
out this new line of guitars that they're selling downtown, I'd like to score some new sponsorship for when we 


tour again, gotta stay on top of things with the best gear around, you know?" 


| nodded and leaned against the bar feigning interest. "Do you guys want some company?" My question was 
completely out of duty, | didn't really want to go. The fitful night's sleep | had in the few hours of darkness, 


made me want to go lay back down and get a few more hours of rest. 


Brock shook his head and grabbed for his hoodie. "Nah man, it's only going to a quick thing. | know you're not a 
morning person anyway, you can just hang here and we'll do lunch when we get back OK? | know that Adam is 
anxious to talk to you about some new ideas." Jumping down off the bar stool, he put on his hoodie and 
started heading for the door. Stopping before he stepped outside, he turned around and gave me that bright 
smile that | always loved seeing. "If you need anything, I'm just a text away." Waving, he turned around and 


headed out, leaving me alone in the apartment. 


| sat there for a very long time, listening to the sounds around me, completely lost in my thoughts. The 


lingering feelings of the dream were starting to concern me. It was well over a year and we were able to put 


everything behind us, push it out of my mind and forget about it, but now, here was the elephant in the room 
again, demanding attention Maybe it was merely a dream, | couldn't be certain one way or another, but it 


certainly opened up the floodgates of emotion inside my brain. | wasn't sure how | could deal with it all again. 


Peering outside, | could see that the morning skies were overcast and threatening, but decided that | needed to 
go outside for a walk on the beach to clear my head. It was still early in the year, so the temperatures only 
slightly above freezing, and a walk along the ocean's edge is just what | needed to wake me up. | threw on my 
heavy black jacket and pulled open the side door, instantly getting hit in the face with a blast of cool air that 
refreshed me. | inhaled deeply, taking it all in and went about systematically buttoning up the coat before 
stepping off the wooden porch and heading out. 


The thick, heavy clouds rolled overhead with perfect precision, completely covering the bright light of the sun 
and casting everything in an ominous dim glow. The sand was damp, but soft and comforting under my feet. 
The waves churned and rolled against the shoreline, where the seagulls squawked and dove in to pick up their 
breakfast. Other than the birds, the beach was completely empty and quiet. It was here in this desolation that 
| felt comforted. Brock would often tell me that | spent too much time alone, that | needed to be around people 
more and | honestly tried to make an effort, but at the end of the day, there's just something about solitude 
that | was positively in love with. We spent a wonderful summer here, on this beach, with blankets thrown on 
the sand, a bottle of some cheap wine and hours of stargazing. | would sink down on that blanket and he would 
rest his head on my chest and | would point out each star and tell him the name of it, and when | ran out of 
names, we would make up silly ones just for fun. One morning | woke up to find that he drew me a constellation 
map of all those stars, ridiculous names included, and it was one of the most enduring things anyone has ever 
done for me. The summer seemed to pass so quickly, and now with winter upon us, it seemed to blanket 
everything in this stifling cocoon of numbness that sapped that spark between us, leaving us with the status 
of roommates, rather than lovers. At least that's how | perceived it. Brock was always so pleasant and happy 
that it was incredibly hard to read him. He was always eager to be around me, to be at my side, devoted and 


dedicated that at times, it broke my heart. 


| kicked at a random broken shell at my feet and shoved my hands in the pockets of my coat. A cold shiver 
suddenly ran down my spine, and | pulled the jacket tighter. The temperature of the air had dropped, and a 
soft, gentle snow started to fall from the clouds. | looked out to the water and marveled at the beauty of the 
icy waves, now frosted and layered with snowflakes dotting the surface. There was an eerie, hushed silence 
that suddenly fell over everything, taking every sound with it except for the waves. Even the birds were gone, 
having vanished away from their feast, retreating away from the first snowflakes as fast as they could. | 
looked out to the horizon, down the water's edge and notice that the snow had also brought a dense, thick fog 
with it that obscured everything around it. No longer could | see the line of houses that dotted the 
beachfront, or the wooden boardwalks that led up to the streets. It was very disturbing, but instead of 
heading back to the apartment, | decided to walk further out along the shore, to explore this unusual weather 
phenomena. | had only reached a few feet when | saw a dark shape stepping out from the mist. | stopped, and 
watched as it moved down the beach, very excruciatingly slow, merely inches at a time. Coming fully into my 
line of vision, | could see that it was a man, clad in black boots and jeans, with a matching black jacket that 
flowed around his incredibly tall body. His face and head were obscured by a black hood, that had a thin layer 


of snow accumulating on top of it, but | could see his hands, with long and slender fingers protruding out the 


cuffs of the coat and the flesh was pale white, almost matching the color of the snow and sand. 


| took a few steps forward, and as | did, the image before me flashed and flickered, like the distorted image of 
an old fashioned TV screen. | blinked and rubbed my eyes, thinking that | was only seeing things, but with each 
step sinking into the sand, the figure would shimmer. | completely stopped, letting the waves roll up underneath 
my feet. As | stopped, the figure in the distance disappeared, and then reappeared closer to me. Now | could 
make out small details of the clothing, but not the face, it was still hidden from me. Then | noticed that the 
sand behind the figure was undisturbed, untouched. | shivered. No footprints. "Who are you?" | whispered. 


"You're still looking." The voice was far away and distant, altered with strange sounds, and electronic noise. | had 


to struggle to hear it, even with all the other sounds strangely missing. 


"What? Huh? Looking for what?" | looked at him questioningly, noticing that the dim winter sunlight seemed to 
be dulling a bit. 


The wind had picked up, and the snow intensified, quickly accumulating on the sand around us. The figure 
shifted slightly, almost not at all. | would have missed it if | hadn't been staring so intently. "They won't make 
you whole; they don't know your heart. | do. It's the darkest part" 


| narrowed my eyes and repeated, this time a bit more annoyed. "Who are you? How do you know me?" 


He reached out and took hold of my hand, and everything went dark. | was lost in this darkness for a few 
moments, and began to panic. | screamed out in the silence, but no sound came out. | tried to move but | was 
paralyzed. Then | heard his strained, altered voice again. "Remember" and a blast of images assaulted my eyes, 
skewering my brain with a bolt of emotions, feelings, memories all at once. The sky, earth, stars, a telescope, 
test papers, an adult shouting, a door slamming, a guitar being picked up, sheet music, a sharpie marker, 
bottles of whiskey, a computer, a microphone, a dark theater, bright stage lights, a cheering crowd, all 
ambushed me at once. Then | saw the band, in full gear all around me, the emulator in front of me, and each 
face in the audience staring up at me, wide eyed and anxious, hanging on every word said. These were my 
memories. Then | felt a touch of a soft hand on my shoulder, and heard the flutter of black wings behind me. 
A tear ran down my cheek and | turned around to see Ben there behind me, he was looking down at the 
ground, but as | spun around, those impossibly gray eyes fell onto mine, and he smiled at me. He was dressed 
in an almost identical outfit to the figure that | saw on the beach but was lacking the long dark coat. His 
shoulders weren't as straight as | had known them to be, but slightly stumped over, as if he had been 
carrying something heavy for a long period of time. Blue circles outlined his sunken in eyes, giving him a 
ghastly undead appearance and his skin was the color of bone. | wanted to run to him, to wrap my arms 
around him, but | was frozen in place. | tried to say his name, but no matter how loudly | tried, there was no 


sound at all, only silence that choked me and cut off the air in my lungs. 


A sad look came over his face that nearly broke my heart. His eyes looked to me, almost pleadingly, and then 


the silence was broken with his deep, melodic voice. "Bring me back, Dustin" 


| mouthed the word "How?" 


| saw the dark shape from the beach appear behind him. A wave of nausea started rising in the back of my 
throat. My heart pounded. It stretched out its arm, the motion was disgustingly smooth and liquid, it felt all 
wrong. The sound of television static was overwhelming. | wanted to scream. "You know how." Ben answered, 


keeping his eyes on me, unaware of the danger behind him. 


The figure grabbed Ben from behind, clutching his head and giving it a quick twist in the space of a heartbeat 
and | watched helplessly as he dropped onto the cold, wet sand with a thud, neck broken. Then it came for me. 
"Nol" | shouted. This time | could hear my voice. | turned around and started running back down the beach. | 
didn't know where | was running to; | just had to get away from that thing. | ran faster and faster, putting 
distance between us, as much as | could before | had to stop. Completely out of breath, | leaned against one of 
the wooden watchtowers for lifeguards and looked around. My jaw dropped. It was night. There was no fog, no 
snow, nothing but a rain pounding away on the beach. | cleaned off my glasses and realized that | was 


completely soaked through. 


My mind raced with what | had just witnessed. Was Ben still alive, but trapped somewhere, being held by that 
dark shape, that monster? Was the nightmare that pitched me awake this morning somehow a premonition or 
evidence that his soul was still nearby, but trapped in an alternate reality, doomed to be punished for my 
indiscretions for eternity? The thought of him, being tortured over and over again made my heart ache. All he 
wanted is someone to love, someone to spend eternity with who would love him in return, and he sadly chose 
me. | regretted the fact that | couldn't share the same feelings for him as he did for me, at the time it felt 
like a baptism by fire. | wasn't ready for such strong emotions to be poured onto me and | panicked. Right 
after it happened, | tried my best to forget it, because | had Brock now, and he loved me with everything he 
could, but always there were these lurking, lingering feelings in the back of my head that screamed for Ben If 
things were different. | sighed and lifted my head up to the sky, thinking about how | had done him wrong. | 
closed my eyes for a moment letting the rain wash over me, and made a conscious decision. | would get him 
back. But where to start? Then | looked down at my feet and saw a very tiny black pin feather lying on the 
sand, it's black color a start contrast to the white sand. | bent down and picked it up, hearing a voice inside my 


head. "Send out the signal.” 


The lights from the street illuminated the wooden walkway that led back up to the row of houses, which | 
slowly ascended, noticing that all the lights were off, it must be late. | pulled my phone out of my pocket and 
groaned. 2:03 am. 50 text messages, |] missed calls from Brock. Fuck! It took me a few minutes to figure out 
where | was before slowly making my way back to the apartment. My mind reeled. | couldn't make sense of 


what happened. How could | explain this to Brock? 


It was nearly 3 am. by the time | arrived at the apartment. Walking up the stairs that led onto the back patio, 
| could see inside through the doors and my heart sank. Not only was Brock there waiting for me, but he had 
called the rest of the band members and they were all there too, sitting in various locations of the kitchen, all 
looking haggard and worried. This wasn't going to be easy. Brock never revealed to them what happened on that 
fateful night between us and Benjamin, mostly because the truth was almost unbelievable. We concocted a 
story about me being overworked and stressed out, dealing with a first time tour, which led me to mini 


breakdown. As much as | hated the idea of telling them a story where | was weak, it was the only thing that 


we could come up with that would blanket all of my erratic behavior. Now, here | was again, in almost the 


same exact situation, and I'd have to lie to everyone again, including Brock. It was killing me. 


| hesitated for a moment with my hand on the door knob, taking one last moment to collect myself before 
heading in. They all turned and looked at me with a mixture of concern and mild annoyance. Brock immediately 


ran over to me and threw his hoodie over my shoulders. "Dustin, where the fuck have you been?" 


| avoided eye contact with him. "| ugh, went out for a walk, but | got lost and my phone died. Decided to stop in 
at a bar and have a few drinks, and lost track of time. Funny how hard it is to get a cab when its pouring rain 


outside, so | decided that I'd just walk it, but it was further than | thought" They were all staring at me. They 


knew | was lying. 


Brock cut in, "Well at least you're back now, and don't look worse for wear." He started to pull the damp jacket 
and shirt off of me. Good Brock, he didn't bother to ask questions in front of all of them, he accepted my 
answer and left it at that. | knew that I'd have to explain when everyone left. He knew where and when to 


choose his battles. 


As he started to unbutton my shirt and the others were grumbling between themselves, | put my hand on 
Brock's hand and stopped him. "Wait" | stepped into the center of the room, and took my glasses off. "I have 
something to say." Everyone turned and focused attention on me. | shivered and almost instantly wished that | 
had at least had Brock give me a dry shirt before this. Wet, stringy hair dripped in my face and | pushed it 
back with my hand before | started talking. "| want to thank all of you for sticking with me, through everything 
that has happened, both good and bad" | shot Brock a casual glance so he'd know my next few words were 
aimed at him. "Even when | was trying to find myself, and find out who | am as a person, all of you stuck with 
me and supported me in the choices that | have made." Brock smiled at me. "But with all the success we've 
had, everything that we've attained so far, | can't help that something is missing. | thought I'd be happy with 
where we are right now, butl'm not. | don't want people to receive our Message just one time and be over and 
done with it, what we're sending out there needs to be a constant, definitive thing that can adapt and change 
to its surroundings." | heard one of them scoff, but | let it pass. "I know that this all sounds contradicting and 
strange, but you've all thought me mad before and it's become something wonderful. What | am asking you all 


is to please do this all over again. stand by my side and show the world what's really happening.’ 


"Dustin, you know that we're never going to leave you, no matter how odd you get." Brock laughed. His laughter 


was met by the others and it felt good. "But what exactly are you asking us to do?" he inquired. 


Using the hem of my damp shirt, | wiped off my glasses and then slid them back onto my face. "I want to 


record a new album" 


Gravity of You The -Starset Series- Chapter 5 


GRAVITY OF YOU-Part 5 of the Starset Series 


My eyes felt incredibly heavy. Taking my glasses off, | tossed them onto the table in front of me and watched 
them skitter across the surface and come to a halt in beside the glowing computer monitor in front of me. 
The flickering light illuminated my small work space which was filled with sheets of paper, some crumpled up, 
and some nicely stacked, next to a towering city of empty alcohol bottles. | rubbed my aching eyes, 
temporarily blurring out the windows of musical information on the screen. Sighing, | looked at the flashing 
cursor in front of me, and leaned back in my chair uttering a low profanity. That damn thing was ready to go, 
waiting for me. My head was starting to hurt, and my stomach painfully reminded me that | hadn't eaten all 
day. Glancing at the clock, | noticed the time was 4 am. Fuck. | took off my headphones and stood up, letting 
my body fully stretch out. Every inch of my muscles felt ragged and tired from sitting in the same position 
all day, and now decided that it was their time to protest and rebel against my movements. | fumbled around, 
knocking several bottles and cans off the desk, to find a nearly empty bottle of whiskey that | had over looked 
earlier. Grabbing it, | downed the shot or two that was in the bottom and tossed it aside. It would have to 
suffice to be enough to get me going through, at least until | finished this last song. Flopping back down into 
my chair, | hovered the mouse over the ‘PLAY: button and hesitated for a moment. A static flicker of 
electronic noise flashed over the monitor for half of a second. It startled me and | drew my hand back. 
Feedback perhaps? The monitors and mixers were all plugged in and functioning properly, must have been a 
glitch. | reached for the mouse again and the image jumped. | immediately withdrew my fingers and stared at 
the stationary screen with wonder and interest. As | stood there, pondering the possible source of the 
distortion, the lights in the room dimmed slightly, and | could hear a faint electronic buzz as they too flickered, 
powering down and then back on again without any explanation. Standing completely still now | watched as the 
monitor screen filled up with electronic snow and various test patterns danced across the glass, then | heard 


it, a very low sound, underneath all the feedback and static, a voice coming from the speakers. 
"| will..." 


| knew that voice! Almost discernible, | immediately reached down and cranked the volume up on the mixers to 
as loud as it could go, ignoring the deafening screech that now filled the room. | heard something, | knew | did. 
Trying to concentrate, my ears could not pin point the vocal sound over the white noise. Throwing myself back 
into the chair, | grabbed for the headphones and slid them on, forcing the plug into the output jack as fast as | 
could. My trembling fingers flew over the sliders and buttons on the sound board, adjusting pitch, tone, and 
wave length, anything to hear that voice again My eyes scanned over the still flickering monitor, trying to 
focus on the ever changing images to isolate the sound, and then | found it. All other sound ceased. | leaned 
forward and stared at the bars and waves on the screen that marked the voice. | pointed the mouse over the 
play button and hesitated for a moment, concentrating and staring at the screen in front of me as if it were a 


microscope and | was examining some deadly virus. Taking a breath, | clicked the triangle. 


"| will find you.” 


My stomach pitched, my chest felt hollow. | couldn't tear my eyes off the screen. The voice echoed in my 
headphones over and over, repeating the phrase. | felt a lump in my throat, cutting off the breath from my 
lungs. The hand that rested over the mouse begun to shake. It couldn't be... | watched the cursor move from 
left to right, over the bars again and again, clearly repeating those words with crystal clear clarity. 
Immediately, | duplicated the track and saved it. Adjusting a few things, | was intent on making it sound as 
perfect as | could. It was imperative that | heard it. | didn’t move or blink, | sat motionless in my chair and let 


it play, too stunned to react. 


Without warning, the door to the recording room opened up, and caused me to jump, nearly falling out of my 
chair. | looked up to see Brock, looking as if he had just been jostled out of bed, glaring at me. Only dressed in a 
loose fitting pair of boxer shorts, and with his hair messed up, this was a rare sight to see, usually choosing 
to keep his appearance impeccable. He casually leaned against the door frame, crossing his arms over his chest 
and spoke to me with a matter-of-factly voice. "I know that you're busy working down here and all but to the 
rest of the world it's 4 am. and we'd like to get some sleep-and..uh." he stopped and the expression on his 
face changed from annoyed to concerned. | took off the headphones and gave him a questioning look. 

| clicked a button that minimized the mixing program | was working on and bought up the desktop. "What are 


you saying?" 


"Ah Dustin." he pointed at me, and at that moment | suddenly felt light headed and ill. My nose had started to 
bleed abruptly and a river of blood was slowly dripping down from my face. | brought my hand up, trying my 
best to stop the flow and got up, rushing past Brock and to the bathroom. 


| took two steps at a time, cursing as | tripped over shoes and discarded cardboard boxes, as the blood flowed 
freely from between my fingers and down my arm. By the time, | reached the sink; the front of my shirt was 
riddled with many droplets of blood. | grabbed handfuls of tissues and held them against my face, trying my 
best to keep my hand from trembling. Looking up into the mirror, | glanced at the reflection and cringed at the 
gaunt, ghastly paleness of my skin. | had been working for weeks writing the new material, and it was starting 
to take its toll on me. The days and nights seem to all roll into one long stretch of time, where | would only 
find time to eat in between bouts of intense lyric writing, and an occasional nap when my body decided it 
needed a recharge. Brock and the others were concerned, but kept their distance. | knew that they wanted to 
be out on the road again, playing to full houses and packed crowds, but were faithful to me and respected my 
decisions. Well, to a certain extent anyway. After announcing that | wanted to work on a new project, the whole 
house was buzzing with different ideas and plans to get together to just start jamming and work on the new 
tunes. Everyone was so excited, except for me. This album was going to be my way of coping with the loss of 
Benjamin. It had occurred to me that | had never dealt with the grief of losing him. | came to the conclusion 
that the incident on the beach wasn't real. It was my subconscious way of disposing with the emotions that | 
had built up inside of me. It was so hard to know the truth of what happened to him, that no matter what | 
tried, | couldn't get it out of my head. So | wrote the new album to bring him back to life, even if only in my 
head. Let the others think whatever they like, | knew the real cathartic reason for the music, and that was all 


that mattered. 


Brock silently entered the bathroom and sat down on the edge of the tub as | tossed the tissues away, 


ignoring the massive amount of blood soaked into them and grabbed for more, shoving them into my nose. He 


looked more concerned now than annoyed, and that bothered me more than anything. He worried about me far 
too much. | ran some water and started to wash the already dried blood off my hands, watching as it swirled 


down the drain. "Are you going to give me a lecture now?" | asked, trying not to sound too snarky. 


He ran his fingers through his hair, obviously debating what to say. "Look Dustin, | am not going to criticize 
you on your working habits, we all know that you are doing this for the band. They really appreciate the fact 
that you've been working your ass off down there, trying to get this record perfect. You can't help it that 


you're such a goddamn perfectionist." Brock laughed. 


The blood had finally stopped and | soaked a washcloth in warm water and started wiping off my face, listening 
to him. “There is so much pressure on you, on your shoulders and sometimes it's just hard to get out from 
underneath it. Every single word you write is done with such emotion and passion that people love it, but they 
don't see the toll it takes on you. We do." Brock hesitated for a moment, standing up, he moved in front of me, 
wedging his body between mine and the sink His hands reached down and grabbed the hem of my bloodstained 
t-shirt and he pulled it up, over my head. | felt the slight sway of the fabric as it slid over my skin and fell to 
the floor, discarded. Taking the washcloth from my hand, he spread it out and ran it over the side of my face, 
down the slope of my neck and over my chest. The warmth felt good as it covered my skin, so revitalizing and 
refreshing. He brought his hand down, swirling the towel over my bare flesh, leaving a trail of goosebumps 
behind. | leaned in against him, pushing his body slightly against the sink, wanting to feel his bare flesh against 
mine. In response, he brought his hands to my hips and closed the gap between our bodies, and kissed me. The 
tender touch of those lips on mine exploded into a wave of pleasure that washed over me, engulfing every 
nerve that it could reach, sending me into a instant euphoria. | met those lips and kissed him back passionately, 
inhaling deeply and taking the air from his lungs. His fingers gripped my hipbones so tightly, | thought he would 
shatter them. | closed my eyes and ran my fingers up his shoulders to the locks of his sandy blond hair; 
greedily devouring the kiss that he offered like it was my last breath of air. His slender frame fit perfectly 
against mine, and | could feel the soft, loose fabric of his boxer shorts brush up against my tight jeans. 
Moving his head slightly, he moved away from my lips and kissed the side of my neck. Each touch of his lips 
was so soft and unbelievably exhilarating. He swirled his fingers down to the front of my jeans and over my 
navel. | opened my eyes and looked past him to the mirror in front of me and marveled at this beautiful young 
man's body entwined with mine. It felt right, it felt perfect. No hate, no animosity, nothing but his pure, 


passionate touch. 


Brock's fingers went to the front of my pants and loosened them, | couldn't believe how soothing it was to 
have him touching me like this. My body felt burnt and scarred with everything | had been through, and now 
his touch was so calming, so cooling that it enlivened and refreshed me, making me feel something more than | 
had ever felt before. | felt truly alive. He peeled the tight denim of my jeans down and | stepped out, casting 
the useless piece of material away. Bringing his body back close to mine again, | wrapped my arms around him, 
noticing how thin and slender his ribs were, delicate and fragile, but still capable of holding in a multitude of 
emotions and feelings. | moved and caressed the sides of his body, letting my fingers feel each rib, each 
muscle, every single inch that | could. He reached up and put his hands flat against by chest, pushing me 
backwards, doing it so suddenly that it caught me off guard and | reeled back, almost falling. | looked at him 
questioningly, and he gave me a soft smile and came over to steal a quick kiss from my lips, and then reached 


around me to turn on the shower behind me. "You stink, get in" | noted the change of tone in his voice, it was 


teasing or playful, but serious and commanding, it shocked me. 


| raised my eyebrow and did as | was told. "You know this is the second time you've put me in the shower, 


Brock." | said flatly. 


"Yeah | know and | bet that it won't be the last either." he chortled, then much to my dismay, he reached up 
and yanked at the shower curtain, drawing it closed and leaving me alone. | stood there for a few moments, 
uncertain, waiting, and trying to calm myself down a bit. | fumbled with the water, anxious to have that hot, 
steamy vapor fill my lungs and clear my head. Within a few moments, the room began to fill up with humid 
warmth, and | stepped under the shower head and closed my eyes, letting the scalding water wash over my 
body. Then | felt a touch on my shoulder. | opened my eyes, blinking back past the stinging water and saw 
Brock, stepping inside, and coming to stand directly in front of me. His thin body glistening with wet droplets of 
water, cascading down his torso was a truly beautiful sight. He stood underneath the flow of water and let it 
soak his hair, and then took a step towards me, pulling my body tight against his so that every part of us was 
touching and devoured my lips again with an intense, lustful kiss that left me reeling. | wrapped my arms 
around him and let the water wash over both of us, our bodies locked together, both physically and mentally. 
His fingertips reached up and caressed the sharp line of my jaw, and then following a trickle of water, let it 
guide him down the length of my body, stopping between my legs. As those delicate fingers wrapped around 
my hardness, my lips parted, breaking off the kiss and | inhaled and held the breath in my lungs, enjoying the 
moment of pure delight. Those talented guitarist fingers knew exactly how much pressure to place on the skin, 
easing them up and down the length, lubricated by the warm water. Brock placed his other hand along side of 
my cheek and rested his forehead against mine, whispering to me. 


"Dustin, | don't think you know how much | love you. | wanted this, wanted you for so long that | cannot imagine 
being this close to anyone else. | want to share everything with you, because you are everything to me." | 
looked into his eyes while he spoke, they were bright and vibrant, filled with loyalty and sincerity. | had known 
this man for years, been through hell together with him, but | had never seen the light in those eyes as 
much as | did when he looked at me. "I care about you so much because the music you write is beautiful, 
those words, they speak to my heart. I'd die for you, Dustin, do you know that? | don't care who tries to come 
between us, | will never let it happen, because | love you." Once again, he brought his lips to mine, and delivered 
a exquisite kiss to accentuate his final thought, as he took full hold of my shaft and stroked it lovingly. "And... | 
want you. Right now." 


To hear those words, spoken with such adoration and intent was too much for me. My eyes filled up with 
tears which streamed down my cheeks, along with the water from the shower. Words formed in my head, 
which | was unable to speak audibly. All | could do was stare at this person in front of me, baring his body and 
soul to me offering me his entire world. | reached down and removed his hand, bringing it to my lips and kissing 
it. His eyes met mine and exploded a universe of pride. | grabbed his slender body and pulled it close to my 
chest. The hot water poured down between us and | brought my lips to his ear and whispered. "I love you too, 


Brock." 


| could feel his body melt. It was the best sensation in the world. | held him so tight, not wanting to let him go. 


We kissed again, and then he slowly turned around, closing his eyes and dampening his hair under the water 


once again. | looked at his gorgeous body, glittering with a hundred pinpoints of light, refracted by the water 
droplets, standing so stately in the steam filled shower and knew that it was right. Moving in behind him, he 
glanced at me over his shoulder and | saw the look of expectation in his eyes. So beautiful they were, positively 
beaming with angelic innocence and radiance. Brock reached out and placed his arms against the front of the 
shower, and | brought my lips down to the back of his neck, kissing the damp skin at the top of his spine. | 
explored the smooth canvas of skin that ran down the sides of his body, and over his strong hips, letting my 
fingers discover every inch of flesh, slowly, desperately wanting to prolong the excitement from the moment. 
My own body was on fire, whether from the temperature of the water assaulting us, or from becoming so 
intently aroused, | wasn't sure. Brock reached around and guided me closer to him, and | let my throbbing 
shaft slide against his rear, the running water providing the perfect amount of friction between us. He bent 
over, looking utterly magnificent, all soaking wet, and | whispered to him. "Brock, are you sure about this?" | 


asked. 


He took a moment, and said with confidence. "I know | love you, and | want to be with you, forever.. but the 
only way to truly love someone is to give up a little part of yourself. So | will answer your question with 


another. Are you willing to let yourself go, and let me love you, forever?" 


| took a breath, my heart and body was aching so much for him, for us. He turned back to enjoy the warmth 
of the water again, and | grasped him by the hips, thrusting forward and slowly easing myself into him. A 
small cry escaped his lips and | started to withdraw, but he reached around, guiding me, assuring me. Our 
bodies moved together, grinding against each other as | went deeper and deeper. Everything in the world 
seemed to fade away, and | only knew this intense rapturous, joy and delight. | could feel him clenching against 
me, and | dug my hands in, feeling each movement he made as we moved together in perfect rhythm. Anxious 
and nervous at first, the apprehension washed away, taking with it my inhibition and reluctance. The feeling of 
being buried inside of him, so tight and warm, penetrating deeper with each thrust left me wanting more. Brock 
took one hand away from the wall and grasped his own engorged cock, moaning my name as he maneuvered his 
thin fingers along the length, tenderly touching the inflamed skin with such precision as if he were playing his 
guitar. | felt myself beginning to reach the limit, and | quickened my pace, and he leaned his head back, letting 
the water wash down his face and to the front of his chest. My body began to twitch and shudder, and Brock 
whispered over his shoulder. "It's alright, Dustin. Don't be afraid. Let it go." It was then in that early morning 
shower that | found something to quiet the voices inside of my head, something to truly give me the peace 


that | needed. Little did | know, it was right beside me all the while. 


The shower lasted for a long time, both Brock and | so completely lost in the moment, even failed to notice 
that the night had slipped away, and morning was upon us. Only when the temperature of the water started to 
drop did we retreat hastily to the bedroom. | closed off the curtains, and stretched out on the bed, curling up 
beside him, as it was meant to be. Our legs entwined and bodies wrapped together perfectly. The sheets on the 
bed never felt so soft underneath me before as they did then. It was if | was noticing everything in a new 
light. Brock was in a state of half slumber when | draped an arm over his chest and kissed the back of his 
head. He rolled over and ran his fingers through my hair, looking more beautiful than ever. "I love you, don't 


ever leave me. Promise that you will be here next to me when | wake up?" he whispered. 


For the first time in my life, | spoke without hesitation and kissed him again. "I promise. I'm not going anywhere. 


| love you, Brock." 


| was drifting in a vast black haze-like sleep of unconsciousness, when | heard something. | knew | was dreaming 
so | tried my best to ignore it, however it was like the feeling you get when there is something in the corner 
of your eye. You can't see it, but you can feel it, just out of the edge of your vision, irritating you until you 
do something about it. | tried to concentrate on it. It wasn't music; it wasn't white-noise or static, but 
something else. Something.. familiar. A frightful feeling started to creep over me. Inside of my dream, | felt 
cold. | listened again, and this time it was clearer. It was a voice. No no no no! | refused to acknowledge that it 
was a human voice at all. It couldn't be. This was a dream. But it was, and | knew who it belonged to. The soft, 
soothing darkness inside of my dream was shattered by a bright, intense light that seared into my eyeballs. 
The voice echoed loudly inside of my head and made it feel as though it was going to crack open and split 
apart at the seams. | made myself listen to the words. | had to. "I will find you." | cringed at the tone of the 
voice. It felt savage and ferocious. | felt as though the oxygen was being sucked out of my lungs. "..and | wil 
destroy everything you love." 


| quickly sat up in bed, gasping for breath. | looked around; Brock was still sleeping peacefully next to me, 
completely wrapped up in bedsheets, with a smile on his face. | breathed a silent sigh of relief; it was a dream, 
nothing more. | rubbed my hands over my face and let my body sink back down into the plush pillows again, 
closing my eyes and waiting for sleep. | could hear the clock off in the distance ticking, the sound of the waves 
crashing on the shore line, and the shrill call of the seagulls outside calling for their dinner, louder than ever. | 
rolled over and opened my eyes again to look at Brock, laying on his side, the blankets draped majestically over 
the lower portion of his body, just merely covering up the curve of his buttocks. Each breath he took was 
steady and strong, full of life and love. | never expected to end up like this, here with him, but it was 
welcoming from the darkness that | had plunged myself into. He asked nothing of me, made no demands other 
than that | would love him. | thought of the future, and what would come of all of this. Here was this brilliant 
young man, so talented in his musical ability, with his whole life ahead of him, with absolutely no other dream 
in life other than to be with me. It made me feel both wonderful and uncomfortable at the same time. When 
Brock was near me, | felt as though | could stand strong against the world with him at my side. One look into 
those innocent eyes was all the proof | needed of that. It had suddenly occurred to me that | did love him. 
Admitting this to him last night was the catharsis that | needed to move my life forward. 


| glanced over at the clock. It was nearly 4 pm. | was utterly exhausted. | wanted to go back to sleep so badly, 
but my body just refused. The dream had startled me right out of sleep, and now | was suddenly fully awake. 
The dream left me with a lingering feeling of malevolence that was scratching and clawing at the back of my 
head. My thoughts drifted to Ben and the fact that | might never receive absolution and closure to that 
chapter in my life. What | felt for him was wrong, it had to be, but when he spoke to me in that low baritone 
voice and called my name, when he held me in his arms... | lost all hope for myself. | glanced over at Brock, and 
my heart hurt. | wanted him to understand, | wanted him to know that | wasn't insane and delusional. Maybe if 
| could just prove to him why | was plagued with feelings for Ben, show him that | was being mentally 
assaulted. Then | remembered what | had heard on the audio recording, the voice.. and came to the realization 
that it had been the same as in my dream. | could hear his voice again, if | played that audio just one more 


time. Yes, | needed to hear it. 


Silently, | slipped out of bed, and pulled on a pair of pants left discarded on the floor. | quietly made my way to 
the door and pulled it shut without making a sound. | didn't want to wake him, I'd only be away for a moment. 
As | walked through the house, | noticed how perfect everything was, while | was spending all my time writing, 
Brock was dutifully taking care of the house. | was very impressed with him. Finding my way down to the 
recording studio, | found that the lights had been left on, and all the equipment was still powered up and 
running from the night before. The only thing out of place was the chair, which | tipped over on my hasty 
retreat upstairs to stop the nosebleed. | straightened it up and sat down at the mixer, looking at the screen 
saver that flashed across the monitor in vibrant colors, | wondered if | was doing the right thing. That voice 
had been taunting me, teasing me, plaguing me after | first heard it, thinking that it was only inside of my 
head, but now | had proof, real proof that | was not going insane. But.. was it proof that | was really after? 
This entire album had been nothing more than a lie that | created and drew the others into, in my desperate 
attempt at bringing back what was dead and buried. Maybe it was all because | just wanted to hear his voice 
again | reached for the mouse and held my hand over it, reluctant to make that commitment. The audio 
captured on that track wasn't meant for anyone else to hear, but | had to listen. | wanted to hear his voice in 


my ears again 

One click is all it would take. 
One voice. 

His voice. 


Curiosity got the better of me and | clicked the button, waking the computer up and springing it into life. The 
audio editing program came up along with that blinking cursor, waiting patiently, and demanding input. My eyes 
searched the screen, looking for the file | had captured, but every track was empty. | did a search of the 
computer, my fingers flying over the keys, and nothing saved from the previous night was found. Confused and 
starting to panic, | reloaded the program, hoping to find a lost file to recover it. Almost immediately, an error 
box popped up, flashing with a red X over it, telling me that there weren't any files to be recovered. | stared, 
at the screen with a mixture of defeat and anger, frowning. My heart sank, and | pounded my fist down onto 


the desk. "Fuck." 


That's when | saw Brock standing there in the doorway; | hadn't even heard him enter. He looked downcast and 
sullen. | opened my mouth to say something, but he cut me off. "You just couldn't leave it alone, could you 
Dustin?" he shook his head and | could see a tear forming in the corner of his eye. He quickly wiped it away 
with a harsh swipe of his hand. "If you must know... deleted it" Turning around, he grasped the handle of the 


door and pulled it shut, leaving me alone. 


"Brock!" | called after him, but | could hear his footsteps already at the top of the steps. Something told me to 
go after him, | didn't, instead | picked up a pen , staring at my notebook full of scratched out phrases and 
partial thoughts and started to write lyrics. 


The waves crashed upon the shore in the early morning, underneath a sunless cloud filled ominous sky, the 


promise of an oncoming storm whispering in the air. | threw on my favorite gray hoodie and stepped quietly 


outside to get away from the massive amount of cheerful noise coming from inside the apartment. The entire 
band was here, packing things up and getting ready to embark on the tour to promote our latest record. It had 
been a long time in the making, months in fact to get us to this point in time. | had worked tirelessly on it, 
nearly day and night, making it my own personal crusade. | took a long drink from the bottle of whiskey that | 
had brought outside with me, and felt the warmth spreading through my body with almost instant results. It 
warded off the cold that was recently present around me, and kept the depressing feelings at bay. The events 
of the night between Brock and | had seriously affected our relationship permanently and | was helpless to 
even attempt to fix them. We hadn't been close to one another since he walked out of the studio that day. | 
made several attempts to talk to him, to get him to tell me whether or not he listened to the files, and his 
reasoning behind his decision to delete them, but he was being uncharacteristically quiet about the whole thing. 
He spent his days with the band, and nights alone in his room. | often thought about just taking him in my 
arms and telling him how much he meant to me, that everything | had done was done with a reason, but | 
knew that my words would betray me. So | chose to keep my distance, and he did the same thing for me. 
When it came time for rehearsal, he seemed to be better around the rest of the guys, but | could tell that 
when he looked at me, that | had disappointed him. It was the worst feeling ever. You can't use a broken tool to 


fix a broken machine. 


| heard the door to the patio open up and | looked up to see Adam, the drummer, step outside. "You almost 
ready to hit the road Dustin?" he asked, pulling his jacket tight and shivering. "Damn it's cold out here, how can 
you be sitting out here for so long?" 

Raising the bottle to my lips, | finished off the last drops of alcohol and tossed the bottle down into the sand. | 
heard Adam scoff. We hadn't even started out yet on this tour and | was regretting it. "Is all the gear packed 
and ready?" | asked, trying to bring my voice out of the flat, monotone pitch. 


Adam shifted from one foot to another, either anxious to get going or nervous around me. "Everything's ready 
to go, the bus is idling outside and we're ready to head out, just waiting on you." Looking off to the horizon, 
something in the far off distance down the beach caught my eye. | watched it intently. "Hey Dustin | ugh..know 
that somethings going on between you and Brock" | didn't move, but remained completely still, watching that 
black dot move closer. "I don't know what it is, he won't say and | know sure as hell you won't talk about it 
either, but Ron and | think you both need to work it out between the two of you, and soon" He hesitated for a 
moment. "Not just for you guys, but for us as well. We're depending on you to keep us all sane on the tour. At 


least try. Go talk to him, he will listen, | am sure." The dark shape was almost in my line of vision 
"Its not that simple, Adam." 


| know man, but take a look at you. You are this great song writer, a mastermind of electronic rock music, 
with a freaking huge fan base of people that love you. You have three people here, standing up there on that 
stage with you every night, busting their balls to bring your creation to life.. and where are you? You are 
sitting on a fucking porch at 9:00 in the morning drinking yourself to death." He reached for the door and 
pulled it open, and called back over his shoulder. "Don't let your demons win, Dustin, you fought them before 
and won, you can do it again" 


A voice inside of my head screamed back at him. ‘| didn't do it alone, | had help, | had Brock!’ Adam went back 


inside, joining the others and | remained on the deck, lost in my thoughts, my eyes trained on that black shape 
as it took a turn and came walking over near the apartment. | heard Adam call for me again, and | turned away 
to go inside and join them. As my fingers wrapped around the handle of the door, | took one last look behind 
me, down the beach, my eyes searching for that figure. | saw it pass me by and stormed inside, laughing like a 
madman to myself. It was nothing more than an elderly man in a dark colored coat taking his dog out for an 
early morning walk on the beach. 


The drive to the first venue took several hours. | positioned myself in my usual spot, on the back of the bus, 
away from everyone else and was hoping for some time to sleep off all the whiskey | had just consumed, but 
my plans were interrupted by the record company rep deciding that it was the appropriate time to inform all 
of us of the new VIP rules. Not even caring remotely for rules, | plugged my headphones in and leaned up 
against the window, trying my best to drown the annoying lecture out, falling into a uneventful, dreamless 
sleep. 


Arriving at the verue, everyone piled off the bus, anxious to be out of the confined space and immediately 
headed for the dressing rooms. We were headlining, and the band was so excited about all the little details, the 
personal attention each person was given had them all acting like kids at Christmas. | made myself comfortable 
in the dressing room in a large plush chair and leaned my head back against the wall. | didn’t feel so well. Ever 
since we pulled in, | started to feel a tightening pain in my chest, making it difficult to breathe, almost like 
being underwater. Adam came over to see me and gave me a jab in the arm to get my attention "Hey, you 
don't look so good. Have you learned your lesson about drinking right after you got out of bed in the morning 
and then taking a 8 hour bus ride?" 


| made an attempt at raising my head, but it was too much effort. "Who said | ever went to bed?" 


Adam laughed and swatted my knee. "VIP meet and greet with the acoustic set starts in 2 hours, you better 
either take a power nap to sleep it off, or find a way to perk yourself up really quick, or else the fans are 
going to be sorely disappointed when they meet their idol" | groaned and he walked off, leaving me be. | forced 
myself up and into the bathroom and changed into the usual black jeans and white shirt with a bow tie. | 
splashed cold water over my face and leaned forward into the sink, letting the water droplets splash down into 
the basin, watching them with a dull interest as they swirled and sunk down the drain. | had to get myself 
together, tonight was an important night. | was about to grab for a towel when the door opened up and Brock 
came in and shut the door behind him. 


| didn't move, but stood there with water dripping off my face, in a awkward silence. "Adam told me that 
you're not feeling so hot, what's up?" 


| looked up into the mirror. "Nothing, | just drank too much this morning | suppose." | smiled, trying to convince 


myself as well as him. 


Brock handed me a towel and | wiped the water off my face. | felt a little better, but the tightness in my 
chest still remained. "Hey Dustin.” he reached out and put a hand on my shoulder, and | turned around to face 


him. There was the Brock that | adored so much. The one that worried, the one that doted on me, | wanted 


him back so badly. "You got this. We have faith in you." His sudden words of encouragement were unexpected 
and | stared at him for a few moments, completely at a loss for words. 

Tossing the towel aside, | put my hand over his only for a moment, remembering how wonderful it was to 
touch him, but then quickly withdrew it and moved to walk past him. | wanted so badly just to break down and 
tell him how much | missed him, that | wanted things to go back the way they were, that | still loved him, and 
wanted to end this nonsense. My heart screamed for me to do so, however my head said no, for fearing of 
making a bad situation worse. In the end, | chose to say nothing. As | walked past him, he reached the door 
before me and stood in front of it, leaning against it to prevent me from leaving. "We're not done here yet, 
Dustin." 

| raised an eyebrow at him and he reached out to the collar of my shirt, straightening it up for me. "I know 
how hard you've been working for this, | see it in your eyes every time that | look at you. You've given them 
something to be proud of, something that they wanted, to be back out on the road again, doing what they do 
best, which is bringing your music to life. 


"What about you, Brock? What do you want?" 


He buttoned up the top button of my shirt and pulled the bow tie over, securing it in place and folding the 
collar neatly over it, avoiding my gaze. "| want you to go out there in front of the VIP and sing. Don't do it for 
the fans, don't do it for yourself, just sing for me. Tell me what you want me to hear, and I'll listen" Brock 
finished with the bowtie and stepped to the side, opening the door for me. | glanced from him to the room 
outside where the rest of the band and the roadies were gathered Only Adam and Ron looked in our direction, 


and were obviously pleased seeing Brock and | exit the bathroom together. 


The next hour flew by quickly, and before | knew it, it was time to head out to the VIP session First a private 
meet and greet with the fans for autographs and photos, and then a few acoustic songs as a warm up for the 
main event. The venue staff led us into a small conference room where | could hear the low murmur of the 
fans waiting patiently. The door opened up and the cheering started, it was almost deafening. The flashes of the 
cameras went off, one at a time, making me feel like some sort of famous movie star. We entered the room, 
single file and made our way over to the autograph table, and | noticed that Brock chose the seat right next to 
me. Occasionally he would lean over and whisper something to me about the venue and we would enjoy a laugh 
together. | was starting to regain my confidence. After all the fans had their photo op and autographs, we 
moved over to the stools that had been arranged for our acoustic set and settled in. | watched as Brock picked 
up his guitar and positioned it perfectly, only fussing with it for a few moments before he signaled that he 
was ready. | was more nervous for this performance than | was for the main show. Brock looked over at me, 
and | could tell what he was thinking. This was my moment, the chance | would have to confess exactly what 
was on my mind, without even telling him. He adjusted his microphone and kept his eyes on me. “Alright Dustin, 
let's play some music for these fans tonight. What song will it be?" 

| had an hour to prepare, to choose the song that would be perfect, but | chose to wait and decide on the 
spur of the moment. Brock looked at me expectantly. | took a breath and spoke into the mic with complete 
confidence and certainty. The first song that we're going to do for you tonight is, 


"Gravity of You" 


There's a silencing 


As the machine arrives here 

| feel it pulling me 

| feel the past that's died there 
| hear it calling me 

"You can come alive here." 

| hear it beckoning 


Until | am inside.. 


As the first few notes echoed in the small room, a hush fell over the crowd and | closed my eyes, letting the 
music flow through me. Each lyric | sang with perfect pitch and tone. | did not sing to impress anyone, but 
instead inside the darkness, | sang to Brock, intense and agonizing, | poured as much emotion as | could into 
those notes, hoping, praying that he would hear the sincerity of it all and know how | felt. Each word was 
burned into my memory and as | sung them out loud, they blazed to life with a consuming flame that set my 


soul on fire. 


Riding the horizon 

Falling into you 

Feel the vessel tighten 

| feel you pull me through 
A new world is breaking 
Your heart is unveiling 
Breaking into pieces 


In the gravity of you 


| started on the second part of the song, opened my eyes, looking over to Brock who was concentrating on the 
guitar, and he looked up at me for a moment, our eyes meeting and | knew that he understood. The heaviness 


that rested over my heart began to dissipate and fade away, taking away all the pain and regret. 


| see the empty dreams 

Race across the sky here 

| see energy streams 

Where the ashes lie here 

| feel you here with me 

When all the hope has died here 
It's boring holes in me 


Enough to get inside 


The melody of the song flowed out from me, and | looked into the audience, who was completely transfixed, 
mesmerized by the lyrics. They were feeling the raw emotion behind each word and experiencing it with me. | 
could see it in their eyes. As | looked out into the small crowd, my eyes fell on someone sitting in the back 
row, motionless. | shifted slightly to get a better look at the person, but it was no help, | couldn't make out any 


features. | continued to sing the chorus, inflicting each note with as much emotion that | could put into it. 


Riding the horizon 

Falling into you 

Feel the vessel tighten 

| feel you pull me through 
A new world is breaking 
Your heart is unveiling 
Breaking into pieces 


In the gravity of you 


Consumed by the flow of the music, | forgot about everything else, and let it completely devour me. This was 
an experience that | had not had in a long time, to be able to just sit back and let the music become one with 
your spirit, melding in with your skin and bones, was intoxicating. The crowd had moved slightly and | saw the 
person in the back row again. He was sitting on the chair farthest away from the makeshift stage, wearing 


black jeans and a black hoodie which he had drawn up over his face that gave me an uneasy feeling. | looked 


over to Brock, and knew that | had nothing to fear. 


To fall in the star is to be nothingness 
To escape is to be empty 

Fall into the star and then we won't exist 
Or escape into the nothing 

Your sky 

The beauty alone is worth it 

| will risk it all to own it 


In the gravity of you 


The song ended and the crowd stood up, giving us a standing ovation Brock put his guitar down for a moment, 
and | could feel his hand brush against mine. | smiled so widely, feeling like | was invincible, and indestructible. 


Everything was going to be alright. Then | saw the person in the back lower his hood. It was Benjamin Burnley. 


Dear Agony The -Starset Series- Chapter 6 


| abruptly stood up from the stool | was sitting on; knocking it over in the process and everyone turned their 
attention to me, wondering what | was doing. Within moments, | was on my feet and almost sprinting across the 
length of the room, moving as quickly as | could to reach the seats in the back. Pushing past startled fans 
that were blocking the way, | made it to the row where | had seen Ben sitting, smiling, smirking at me, but 
there was no one there. | looked around at the confused faces around me, so desperately wanting to see him. | 
pointed at the empty seat and shouted at the person sitting next to it. "Where did he gol?" The woman shook 
her head and clutched her signed CD to her chest, visibly afraid of my angry tone. 


"No one has been sitting there; it's only been me and my daughter here." She pointed to a little 8 year old girl 
standing behind her, her hair up in ponytails tied with bright blue and purple galaxy ribbons, wearing a Starset 
t-shirt. She was cowering and trembling at my sudden outburst. | sighed and saw the security staff filing into 
the room, coming to collect me. Another bad decision on my part. | paced around the row of seats like a caged 
animal. Brock slung his guitar over the side of his body and ran in front of them, meeting me at the back of 


the room and grabbing my forearm. 


"Hey Dustin, chill out man" Brock spoke in a calming, reassuring voice. The security staff were now shoving me, 
trying to get me to return to my seat. Brock gestured for Adam, who was the largest to join him on the 
opposite side of me and together, they pushed past the rude guards and started to walk with me back to the 
dressing room. As soon as we were out of the room, | wiggled free of Adams and Brock's grip and slammed 


the door behind me. Alone with the three of them, | waited for the firing squad. 


Adam was the one to pull the trigger first. "Ok What the fucking hell was that Dustin? Getting up after our 
first goddamn song and acting like you are strung out like a junkie, seeing shit that isn't there! This is going to 


be all over social media now. You ruined us, are you happy?" 


Brock walked across the room and gently placed his guitar on the cradle. "Adam, calm down, Don't overreact. 


You're not making things any easier with that tone in your voice." 
"You wouldn't understand" | mumbled, running my fingers through my hair. 


Adam grabbed me by the front of my shirt, picking me up like a rag doll. | tried to avoid his accusing stare. "| 
asked you, as a friend to keep it together for this tour, and now, not even our first show in and you're going 


all mental again. How much of this do you expect us to put up with?" 


Brock stepped in and pulled Adam off of me and | sank down into a chair without putting up a fight, my brains 
were too scrambled for coherent thought. “Everyone just calm down." He knelt in front of me. "Dustin, hey.. 
look at me. You can make it through this ok? All you have to do is listen to me, and we'll get through it. First 
things first, what happened.happened. We can't change it, but we can do some damage control. We have an 
entire show to put on and if we're not a united front, they will see that. Now, can you sing Tonight?" 


| nodded. 


"Ok. Adam, | want you and Ron to go find the event manager and tell him that the show still goes on as 
scheduled. All VIP's will be refunded" Brock calmly instructed. 


"What do | tell them if they want to know why he freaked out?" he asked in a gruff voice, staring right at me 
with a hateful glare. 


Brock walked over to the door and opened it up for them, trying his best to speed things along and get them 
out of the room. "Make something up, | am sure you could come up with something..creative and yet tasteful." 


| watched as they both headed out and Brock stopped Ron before he left, leaning in and keeping his voice low so 
that the already upset drummer wouldn't become even more enraged. "Keep Adam busy for as long as you 
can, get him to calm down and give me some time alone with Dustin, I'll sort things out." Then he closed the 


door behind them as they left, leaving the two of us alone. 


He kept his back towards the closed door. "Dustin, I'm not going to ask you what..who you were chasing, 


because | don't need to know. | just need to know that you're still with us, and that we're not losing you again." 


There was something in his quivering, anxious voice that genuinely frightened me. He was scared, and | couldn't 
blame him either. | was scared for myself as well. "You're not losing me." | replied in a flat, monotone voice. 
Even though my mind was spinning in a thousand different directions, | knew where | had to be. | had to stop 
and center myself. | stood up from the chair and walked over to Brock, and gave him a reassuring pat on the 
shoulder. "I am going to go out there, with you, and all the others beside me and do what I've come here to do, 


to give the fans one hell of a show." 
Brock gave me a hopeful look. "Are you sure you can do this?" 


| flashed him a smile. "I know | can, this is what I've been working so hard for. I've never written music that | 
feel so connected to, so passionate about. Every single one of those people out there is counting on me. | will 
not let them down" 


He put one of his slender fingertips over my heart and brought his gaze up to look into my eyes. | felt a 


shiver run down my spine. "That's not what | meant." 


| couldn't say anything. | couldn't move. | was trapped there in those innocent, beautiful eyes, unable to tear 
myself away from them. | desperately wanted to blurt out my feelings for him, but no words would come; only 
an awkward silence filled the space between us. My breathing was shallow and labored, | hadn't been this close 
to him in weeks, and being here, feeling his hand on my chest, was all that | wanted. "Brock, |... I'm sorry.” | 
shook my head and looked away from him for a moment. "I don't want to be chasing ghosts my entire life, | 


want to be with you." 


Reaching out, he laid a hand alongside of my face and turned my head back to look at him. "H's over Dustin" 
My heart sank. | wanted to run away and never look back. | turned to go and he grabbed me by the wrist, 
pulling me back to him. "You didn't let me finish." | stood less than a foot away from him, held fast by that 
vice like grip and an enticing stare. "What happened with Ben last year is over." | cringed the way he said Ben's 
name. It was dripping with animosity and hate, characteristics that | had rarely seen Brock addressing anyone 
with before. "He's gone, and | know that you've been having a hard time accepting that, but you have to let it 


go..because you're making yourself sick" 
"Yeah, | suppose so..." | started, but he cut me off, tightening his grip around my wrist. 


"No. Not ‘suppose’, you HAVE to do this. Dustin, all the shit that's been going on.. it's inside of your head. None 
of it is real. That recording that you made. the one that | deleted? Remember it? | deleted it because there 
was nothing on it; it was only static, useless noise. You spent hours down there, fussing over nothing, if | 


hadn't deleted it, you couldn't of moved on." 


| couldn't believe what | was hearing. All these months Brock hadn't spoken to me, refused to even look at me.. 
was because he was trying to show me that Ben was in my head?!? He didn't know what | was going through, 
he didn't know what | was feeling, how could he? | refused to accept it. 


"Dustin." he spoke to me with a soft, gentle voice. "Please, for once listen to reason. | want to help you, let me 
help you. Trust me and we can get through this together." All the anger started to melt away and | felt as 
though | was on the verge of collapsing and falling into his arms. Almost as if sensing my inner turmoil, Brock 
let go of my wrist and drew me into a very tight embrace. His thin arms wrapped completely around me, and | 


took in the scent of his flesh. 
"Just tell me what | have to do." | whispered 
Brock kissed the top of my head lovingly. "You already know what you have to do." 


The door to the dressing room suddenly opened up and Adam and Ron stepped inside, getting a eyeful of Brock 
and | locked in an embrace. Adam grinned and remained quiet, while Ron shook his head and made his way over 


to the bar. "I guess this means that we're on tonight eh?" Ron asked, grinning wide. 


Brock let go of me, but as | moved to walk away, he wrapped one of his arms around the back of my neck and 
gave me a playful tug, pulling me over in the direction of the bar. "Hell ya we are! Now let's have a pre-show 


drink!" 


The atmosphere in the dressing room became more relaxed with the copious amount of alcohol that we 
consumed. The months of me ostracizing myself from the rest of the band while | was writing didn't seem to 
matter much now at all. Damage control had been done with the incident at the VIP event, and | was relieved 
to know that the worst that could come out of it was a internet rumor or two.. and everyone knows that 


most of that type of gossip isn't real anyway. The ill will between Brock and myself was gone, and that meant 


more to me than anything. | knew deep inside that he was probably right. | had let myself become so obsessed 
with something, chasing ghost after ghost, trying too hard to catch it, that | failed to notice the things, and 


people that really mattered, were right here with me the entire time. 


After the show, instead of hurrying off to whatever parties were going on, the band and | decided to do an 
impromptu meet and greet with fans on the way out of the verue. To see their faces positively light up with 
the chance to get an autograph, or tell us how much the music meant to them was wonderful It filled my 
heart with hope. Hope for the future, that | could overcome that shadowy darkness that lingered in the back 
of my brain, constantly scratching at the walls, waiting for the opportunity to crash through and devour me. 
During the autographs, Brock would occasionally look over at me, and give me a goofy, silly smile that always 
made me laugh. We waited until the very last fan passed by us to call it a night. | was exhausted and smelly, 
and thirsty as hell. The intoxication from the whiskey | had earlier was now wearing off, and for fearing | 
wouldn't remember much in the morning, | decided to call it a night. We all hopped in our bus and headed for 
the hotel. It was a middle-class business hotel, with not many luxury items, but enough to make it 
comfortable. Adam and Ron decided to loot what was left of the continental breakfast while Brock and | stayed 
near the front desk and patiently waited while our tour manager sorted out some minor details. 

Leaning against the counter, Brock leafed through a array of tourist pamphlets, scattering them across the 
table with a disinterested gaze. "l'm proud of you, Dustin" 


| turned my attention away from the TV monitor blaring some boring news cast and stared at him with a 


inquisitive look. "For what? For messing things up again tonight?" | asked. 


He shook his head. "Things happen for a reason" He put the pamphlets down and lightly rested his hand over 
mine. "Now you are finally seeing what we are seeing, Dustin A very talented, creative man, who has so much 
to share with the world..but a man haunted, troubled and burdened by his own demons." He stopped for a 
moment and hesitated in a dramatic pause. "Tonight, you made a conscious decision, a decision that will 
probably change you for the rest of your life, and for the good. But.. you have to let us help you, let ME help 
you. Are you willing to do that?" 


The manager came around and passed out room keys for us. Feeling generous, he treated us all to a room of 
our own. We started walking down the hall with our bags in tow. As we approached the designated doors, | 
turned around to whisper to Brock. "I am." He smiled at me and reached out to take the room key from my 
hand and slipped it into the pocket of his jeans and pushed the door open to his room, motioning for me to go 
inside. My heart soared as | walked past him and headed in. Outside in the hallway, | could hear the other two 


band members snickering. 


Throwing my bags in a corner, | immediately sank down onto the bed, and waited for Brock. The tiredness 
washed over me. | felt as though all the mental anguish | had been through in the last few weeks hit me all at 
once like a truck, and my body was deciding that was quite enough. In addition, tonight's show had taken quite a 
toll on me, and | was visibly exhausted. Brock entered the room a few moments later and gave me a smile. 
"You look like crap, man." 


| laughed and rolled over on the bed, shoving a pillow behind me. "I feel like it too." 


Brock rummaged through his bag and brought out a handful of clothes, walking over to me. "I'm going to take a 
shower." He nodded towards the bathroom. "You'll be OK for a few minutes?" he asked. 


"Mm hmm, I'm just going to close my eyes for a second" | mumbled into the pillow. | watched as he went into 
the bathroom and partially closed the door behind him. | noted that he left it open a few inches, and in soon | 
heard the rush of water and the first wisps of steam creep out from the crack. | leaned back onto the pillow 
and closed my eyes for a moment, thinking back to the chaos of the night. What | had seen, the hallucination 
that | foolishly chased after had nearly ruined everything for us. Even if | was hell-bent on chasing after my 
own ghosts and demons, | had no right to bring the others down with me. | was going to fight this with 
everything | had this time. | knew now that Brock would stand beside me, unwavering. All | had to do was trust 
in him. 

A voice inside my head spoke. "Don't abandon me." 

"I've made my choice Ben. | have to let you go." 

"The darkness, it's so cold. It consumes me. Dustin" 

"Let me go." 

"Will you let me suffer in this Hell? | sacrificed myself for you." 

"You are the enemy inside of me; | can't live like this anymore." 

"l'm suffering." 

"I'm so sorry. This is the way it's got to be." 

"Dustin.. don't bury me!" 

"Goodbye Ben" 

The bathroom door opened and Brock stepped out. | slowly opened my eyes. He was still dripping wet, with a 
towel wrapped strategically around his waist, and another draped over his head and shoulders. He was drying 
off his hair as the droplets of water ran down the front of his chest and glistened like small diamonds in the 
dim light of the hotel room. "Who were you talking to?" he asked, curiously. 

| met his eyes without shame. "My demons." Brock took a step forward, the look on his face changing, looking 
almost crestfallen. | moved toward the edge of the bed, and reached out, taking hold of one of his hands and 


pulling him over to me. "It's alright, I've sent them away. It's over." 


"Really?" he asked, with a slight quiver in his voice. 


| stood up in front of him, feeling the residual heat from the hot water still built up on his skin, and smelling 
the sweet scent from the body wash that he used, it was overwhelming and intoxicating. Reaching behind his 
head, | pulled the towel away from his shoulders and let it fall to the ground. | guided my fingers into the 
layers of his soft, sandy hair and delivered a unexpected, intense, passionate kiss to his warm lips. He had just 
brushed his teeth, and | could taste the distinct flavor of sweet peppermint on his breath. Being close to him 
like this again felt as though there was a spark of electricity between us, sending a pulse into my heart and 
jolting it into full life. His moist body moved against mine, and he wrapped his long arms around my back, letting 
his fingers dance over each vertebrae of my spine. The water dripped from the tips of his hair down over my 
arm, giving me a chill and covering my body with goosebumps. | ran my fingertips down over the soft flesh of 
his shoulder and arm until our fingers met and melded together, knitting each digit together as we continued 
that loving kiss. He leaned his head back slightly and | moved down to kiss the curve of his jawline and down his 
neck, his hand clenched mine tightly as my lips fell over every inch of his flesh, and | could feel his body 


become aroused and enticed with every single moment that passed by. 


Letting go of him, | lightly rested my hands on his shoulders and pushed him down onto the bed. He offered no 
resistance, and clutched at my shirt, guiding my body on top of his. As | eased myself down onto the bed, he 

reached up and took my glasses off, sitting them neatly on the nightstand, and then sat up for a moment, his 
lips anxious for another kiss. "| thought you were tired?" he asked as his lips briefly touched and then fell 


away from mine. 


| stroked my fingers across his cheek and rested my forehead against his. "| was... But the heaviness in my 
heart has been lifted. | no longer have the burden of guilt to bear. I'm free." 


Brock unbuttoned my shirt, | watched how elegant and delicate the movements with his fingers were. | know 
that | would never get used to seeing his youthful, beautiful body next to mine, but it was clear to me that 
he loved me, and | would do whatever it took to love him back. | was never letting him go again. | shrugged off 
my shirt and kissed the slender plane of his chest. It was so smooth and flawless, with a feverish warmth 
that made me want to curl up around it. He reached down and unbuttoned my pants, pushing them down 
without any effort. | felt the fabric slide down over my legs, brushing over my thighs and then fall away off 
the side of the bed. Brock grabbed the cord from the lamp next to the bed and gave it a quick yank, suddenly 
flooding the room in darkness. | listened to the sound of his breathing, steady and even, waiting for my eyes to 
adjust to the darkness. He whispered to me. "I want to see you in the moonlight." | wondered what he meant, 
and as | raised my head, | understood. There was a large window in the hotel room, with the curtain open. | 
meant to close it when | went in, for privacy but | was too tired, now it remained open, and there was a 
beautiful silver moon floating high in the heavens tonight, cascading a beautiful silvery glow over everything. | 
looked at Brock, and his eyes were bright and hopeful, full of life and love. He touched my shoulders, letting his 
fingers trace over the curve down from my neck, following the waterfall of moonlight as it flooded over my 
naked body. | kissed the spot between his shoulder and neck, and reached down to pull the damp towel away. 
My fingers wrapped around the soft material and it loosened up and slid off his thin hips without any effort. 
My heart beat rapidly in my chest as | felt him wrap his arms around me, over my back at first and draw 
me close to him. Our bodies fit together perfectly, skin on skin, flesh to flesh. Then he danced those fragile 
fingers lower over my back, and dipped low, over my hip bones. | lowered myself down onto him, as he played 


my body like one of his guitars, moving up and down the shaft, producing the utmost beautiful melody | have 


ever experienced. 


Eventually the night caught up with us, and we both slipped between the cotton sheets of the bed and curled 
up in each others arms, face to face. Brock ran his fingers through my hair until sleep crept in and claimed us 
both. 

| wasn't quite sure what time it was when | woke up, but something dragged me out of my peaceful slumber 
and forced me into consciousness all at once. The room was only barely lit with a very dull light from outside, 
which told me that it had to be almost dawn. | rolled over and kissed Brock's shoulder tenderly, pulling the 
blankets up over my shoulders and curling up in a ball behind him, closing my eyes and trying to force myself 
back to sleep, but it wouldn't come. | tossed and turned for several minutes, desperate to find a comfortable 
position, until | had done enough twitching to wake Brock up. He rolled over and kissed me on the chest. "What's 
wrong Dustin?" he asked, barely awake. 


"l. just can't sleep. | think | am going to go out for a walk" | muttered, swinging my legs off the side of the bed 
and reaching down for my pants. 


Brock propped himself up on one elbow and yawned. "Wait, | will come with you." 


| leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "No, go back to bed. l'm just going to go outside to make sure 


the bus and the gear is ok, then | will be right back in. I'll be back before you know it" 


Pulling my pants and a shirt on, | rose off the bed and reached over to where my glasses were on the 
nightstand, but my hand came away empty. | slipped my shoes on and took a moment to search the floor, but 
they weren't there either. Not wanting to disturb Brock any further, | decided to head out without them, | 
wasn't going far anyway. | grabbed the key card off the table and pulled the door silently shut behind me, 
stepping out to the desolate hallway beyond. The generic hotel lights brightly illuminated the horridly painted 
doors to each room, and | stopped at Ron and Adam's door for a moment to listen inside briefly. | could hear 
the distinct snoring from them, and laughed, knowing that they were sound asleep, probably crashing after 
devouring the left over snack food from the lobby. Instead of heading out to the parking lot via the front door, 
| chose to take the longer route down the back of the hotel and out a side door. | didn't feel like being bothered 


by any curious staff this early in the morning 


As | pushed the door open, the chill morning air hit me in the face like a brick and | started to shiver, wishing 
that | had brought a jacket out with me. The lot was partially empty, not many guests chose rooms in the 
back of the hotel, so | had enough privacy to go poke around by myself and not be disturbed. A thick fog had 
rolled in during the night, and it obscured most of the lot, leaving it looking even more sinister and ominous. | 
could vaguely hear the whir of cars passing on the interstate not too far away, but | couldn't even see a 
single light. | stepped off the curb and headed for the bus which was parked at the end of the lot, walking 
briskly in an effort to keep myself warm. As | reached the door to the bus, | fumbled with the keys and ended 
dropping them. | cursed to myself and bent down to pick them up, as | did so, my eyes caught sight of 
someone standing by the rear of the bus. Curious, | shoved the keys back into my pocket and headed around 
to investigate. As | rounded the corner, my jaw dropped. Standing there, shrouded in the heavy fog, dressed in 
his always elegant layers of black was Benjamin Burnley. 


| didn't know what to say or do. | was completely dumbfounded and stood there with a look of complete shock 
and disbelief on my face. It couldn't be real. | blinked my eyes a few times, and pinched my own arm, | had to 
be still dreaming. He leaned against the back of the bus and crossed his arms in front of his chest. "Aren't you 
even going to say hello to me?" he asked. 


| balled my hand into a fist. This isn't what | needed right now. My first reaction was to turn around, head 
back to the hotel and climb back into bed with Brock. | tried to will my feet to move, my body to turn, but it 
wouldn't. Whether | was capable of it or not, | would never know, but even against my better judgment, | 


remained still, standing there facing him. "You have to go, Ben. l-I can't do this anymore." 


"Yes, you've made your point rather clear now, haven't you?" he asked, very nonchalantly. He straightened up 
and took a step towards me, and | took a step back and | saw him let out a visible sigh, his shoulders dropping 
a little. "Dustin-you have to listen to me.. this is important.” 


"Do 1?" | snapped. "You've almost ruined my life Ben. Every single time | think | am getting my shit together, 
you appear in some fucking hallucination and screw things up again. You know perfectly well how you make me 
feel, and you exploit that. Every-fucking-time. All the stuff I've done, all the success and fame we've acquired, 
I'd throw it away in a heartbeat if it would bring you back to me. You've said it so many months ago; no one 
should have that kind of power over another person” My hands began to shake but | couldn't stop it. | had to 
get it all out of me. | had to let him know exactly what | was going through. "I trusted you with everything and 
you used all of it against me. | feel so deeply in love with you, that | was willing to walk away from this life to 
spend eternity with you, and it wasn't enough for, you wanted something that | couldn't possibly give. You've 


completely drained the life out of me, time and time again. | won't let you do it ever again." 


Hearing my words, the expression on his face changed from stoic and unreadable to saddened and heartbroken 
| could see tears building up in the corners of his eyes, they looked at me pleadingly. He took another step 
forward and | held my arms out, shaking uncontrollably. "Don't come near me!" | shouted, realizing that my 


voice was rather loud and echoed perfectly through the empty lot. 


Ben took a breath and looked away from me. The moon had long since retreated to it's daytime slumber, and 
the sun was slowly rising over the mountains. It was that hazy time of morning, the dark before dawn. He kept 


his gaze trained on the mountains and asked a simple question. "Do you love me, Dustin?" 


My heart stopped for a moment. My stomach tightened into hard knots. It was the one question that | was 
unprepared for, the one that | fear the answer to.. and it should have been such a simple answer. Both my 
head and my heart became carnivorous, eating me alive from the inside. Here, standing before me was the 
man that | had looked up to for so many years, the one whom | respected and drew inspiration from for my 
music, the one who took me in his arms and looked into my eyes, telling me that he believed in me..how could | 
be afraid of answering his simple question? This was an inner turmoil that | had never felt before. | was totally 
consumed by it. All he wanted was one word, one simple word that could answer his question. Why were my 


lips locked tightly, unable to speak? "Ben." 


The light from the sun broke over the horizon, it cascaded down over him, giving his pale skin a beautiful, 
warm glow. His dark hair and clothing were in stark contrast to the paleness of that translucent skin, and | 
could see dark circles around his deep gray eyes that were filling with tears. Ben was such a strong, willful 
person, both in body and spirit, and now here he was, standing in front of me, looking torn and defeated. | 
couldn't bear it. | found myself walking over to him, | wanted to touch his arm, just one touch to know that he 
was really there. | reached out my hand to him and laid it neatly on his arm, the coldness from beneath his 
thick hoodie was overwhelming. He didn't move or react, he was freezing cold. His eyes still did not turn away 


from the sunrise. | wanted to take him inside and warm him up. | couldn't leave him out here like this, alone. 
In a dull, flat lifeless tone, he spoke to me again "Answer the question” 


| took a moment to look back over my shoulder at the hotel. There was something there for me. | inhaled, 


drawing the cool air into my lungs. "Yes, | love you Benjamin 


Something inside of him changed. He closed his eyes. My hand remained on his arm, but he did not respond to 
my touch. "Finish your thought” He said. 


It didn't take any special powers to know that | had more to say than the words | said out loud. He knew that, 
in a way | was grateful. "I love you, but | can't be with you. | can't give you what you want. It's impossible." 
Summoning every bit of courage that | could, | reached up and touched his cheek. | had forgotten how his skin 
felt, cool and perfect as a fine marble. "| was the moon, and you made me shine, not with sunlight, but with 
darkness. You took the emptiness from me and gave me starlight. | will forever be grateful for that, but Ben, 
the darkness can be suffocating." | attempted to pull my hand away, but he caught it in his and held onto it. "I 
need to breathe, Ben." 


Blinking back tears from his eyes, he grasped hold of my hand tightly, so tight that | thought he would crush 
each bone in my fingers. He looked over my shoulder towards the hotel entrance for a moment and then back 
to me, his eyes suddenly filled with intensity and color. "Listen to me Dustin, you're in danger. | tried to warn 

you on the beach, but | failed. It's hungry now, and it will stop at nothing until it finds and devours you." 


"What-what are you talking about? Are you mad?" | tried to pull my hand away, but he suddenly yanked my 
arm and pulled me around by the front of the bus and looked to the side entrance of the hotel. 


"| gave up my life for you, Dustin so that you may live, remember? The thing that devours souls is a hungry 
thing, and it wasn't satisfied with me, you were it's mark, it's target all along. It manipulated and used the 
feelings | had for you to lure you in so that he could come claim you, when we switched places, giving my soul 
for yours, it became enraged and angry. It ripped me apart day and night in vengeful lust that it had for you. | 
did everything | could to keep it from you, but | failed The constant torture was too much and it broke me, 
and it's been using my image to lure you in with the hallucinations and dreams, so that it could break you 
down and come claim you." 


| stared at him in complete disbelief. "This is all so... ' 


He grabbed my shoulders. "I know, | even tried to warn you, but it found out. Dustin, it will stop at nothing 
until it consumes you. You have to find a way to stop it" He pointed back to the hotel, to a row of trees that 
was still shrouded in the early morning fog. "See there, it waits, lingering, waiting, biding it's time until it strikes 
again It will always be there, just out of the edge of your vision, until you're driven mad with insanity of 
never being able to see it." 


Looking over to where he pointed | could see the black shrouded figure looming in the distance, clad head to toe 
in black, it's face hidden with a dark cowl. | felt as though it was laughing, mocking me. | blinked once and then 
it was gone, changing positions from tree line to closer in the parking lot, and then back again, becoming 
further away and closer each time. My mind was reeling. "How do | stop it?" | asked, now shaking uncontrollably. 


"| don't know, | am not even sure what the hell it is, all | know is that it's darkness, that devours souls, and it 
has an endless appetite. It will destroy everything you love until it has you.” Ben's voice was filled with sadness 
and regret. "| am truly sorry for all of this. | didn't mean for any of this to happen. | loved you, that is all | 


know. | would of done anything for you." 


| looked at him with pleading eyes. "Then help me! Stop this!" | glanced back over to the hedge line and the 
figure was gone. | thought | saw a wisp of black fabric being dragged away just inside the glass door. 


He shook his head. "I wish | could, but Brock is right. | am nothing more than | ghost." 
A rush of panic started to build inside of me. "Wait. what did you say-about destroying the ones that | love?" 


It has no mercy or compassion for others. It wants you, Dustin. | loved you, so it used me to get to you, and 
once it knows how it can manipulate you, it will take advantage of that. If there is something you love, it wil 


consume them until it reaches you.” 


"Fuck! Brock!" | turned away from Ben and sprinted back towards the back entrance of the hotel. All | could 
think of was Brock being in extreme danger. | ran as fast as | could, my heart pounding furiously in my ears 
until | reached the door. | pulled on the handle, but it wouldn't open, it was securely locked. Cursing to myself, | 
fumbled for my key card and inserted it into the lock. The light flashed red over and over. It wouldn't work. | 
kept swiping it over and over, but with no luck. | saw some people inside the hotel, at the very far end of the 
hall, so | started to pound and beat as loud as | could on the glass, begging for them to turn around and let 
me in, but they kept walking, they never heard me. | gave the door a kick with my foot, but | knew that was 
useless. | had to get in there, | had to get to Brock before that Monster did. Tossing the card aside, | took off 
in the direction of the main entrance, running at full speed. My lungs were stinging painfully and my legs 
almost gave out as | rushed to the front door and sprinted inside. | saw the confused look of the front desk 
clerk as | came barging in, covered in sweat. | hurried down the corridor that led to our rooms, nearly knocking 
down the couple | had seen earlier in the process. | ran past the door to Adam and Ron's room, which was still 
firmly closed until | found mine. "Brock! Brock!" | shouted for him, and realized that | had left the key card 
outside on the ground. | started to pound as hard as | could with my fists on the wooden door. "Brock, come on 
man, answer the door. Brock. Fuck! Brock!" | was in full panic mode when the door unexpectedly swung open into 
the dark room. | could hear some commotion behind me but | ignored it. | stepped inside and looked around, 


breathing a sigh of relief. In the darkness, | could see the shape of Brock laying on the bed, still sleeping. "Oh 
man, | was so fucking worried. | thought something happened to you." | waited, but there was no response. | 
walked further into the room. "Brock?" The lights flashed on and off and | got my first glimpse of the 
terrifying sight in front of me. 


The room was trashed. Broken furniture was tossed everywhere. The large window that we had watched the 
moon rise from last night was also smashed, the curtains blew slightly in the breeze and the carpet around it 
was littered with a million fragments of glass. My eyes focused on the bed in the middle of the room. It was 
saturated with blood There was a lump of sheets and blankets balled up in the center, which resembled the 
shape of a person that | had mistaken for Brock. The blood formed a pool in the middle of the bed, and spilled 
off down to one side, almost as if someone was dragged off of it. The headboard and pillows were also soaked 
as well, with a massive amount of blood splatter dripping off the flickering lamps and nightstand. | slowly walked 
inside, my knees threatening to give away underneath me and walked over to the bed, feeling my feet sink into 
the damp carpet underneath and picked up my blood covered glasses from where Brock had left them on the 
nightstand, slipping them into my pocket. | reached out and flicked the blankets off the bed, waiting for the 
worst, but there was nothing under them but more blood. The Monster had gotten to Brock before | could. 
Was he even still alive? This was all my fault. My stomach churned. | turned around, heading for the bathroom 
and ran into Adam and Ron who looked on in utter disbelief. "Guys. " | broke down and started sobbing. 


All the color had left Ron's face. "Dustin, what the fucking hell happened here?" 

| forced myself to calm down. "I don't know-I was outside, | just came in and found the room like this." 
Adam walked past us and looked into the bathroom. "Where's Brock?" 

"| don't know!" | shouted. 


Ron stepped back into the hallway, almost predicting what was going to happen. In a moment's time, Adam came 
flying at me, grabbing me by the shirt and throwing me up against the wall. "Dustin, what did you do with 
Brock? Did you kill him?" The force of my back hitting the wall momentarily knocked the air out of my lungs, 


and | couldn't respond. "Huh, Dustin? Answer mel" 


"I didn't touch him, | told you, and | wasn't even in the room.. | just got here." | shouted back. | glanced over 


my shoulder and saw Ron talking to some of the hotel staff who was already gathering en masse. 
"You're a goddam liar, look at you! You're covered in evidence." 


Glancing down at my hands, | could see that they were covered in blood and that my shirt had splatter marks 
across the front of it that had not previously been there. What the hell was going on? "I didn't do anything!" | 
shouted and tried to wiggle free from him, but he held onto me tightly with an unnatural amount of strength. 
| grabbed hold of his hands and attempted to pry them off of my arms. "We've been friends for years, you 


know me, why would | ever hurt him? Let me go!" 


Adam slammed me against the wall again, this time harder and the back of my head hit against the wall. The 
sudden blow left me dazed and the room started to spin, | had to struggle to listen to his words. "You've been 
going fucking crazy for the last couple months, Dustin, everyone knows it. We all saw it, but no one said 
anything. We never thought you'd go and do some shit like this. Brock was trying to help you, we were all 
trying.. and you go and do this. You're fucking insane." 


| landed in a crumpled heap on the blood soaked carpet and looked up at Adam and Ron. Adam was glaring at 
me furiously while Ron was doing his best to control him, but it was of no use. There was this rage inside of 
Adam that had been released and seeing the atrocity before him, and knowing that his best friend was missing, 
it all just bubbled to the surface. | managed to find my way up to my knees and looked at him, still hopelessly 
trying To talk some sense into him. "I loved him too, Adam. | wouldn't hurt him! The Monster did this. It's out 
there and it has Brock who is injured, probably dying and you're going to stand there and accuse me? You're 
pathetic." 


| saw him lunging forward and tried to move out of the way, but my body was still stunned from being tossed 
down to the floor and | was too slow. Pain shot through my body as his foot smashed into my ribs, and | could 
feel them shattering. | fell, toppled over and lay on my back, looking up at the ceiling in extreme amounts of 
pain. "Monster? Dustin, you're the only monster here. The only place it exists is inside of your head, Brock told 
you this so many times, but you refused to listen. Now he's dead and it's by your hands, you schizophrenic 
lunatic, so you just lay there until the cops get here because so help me god, if you move one inch, or say 
one more word | am going to save them some time and kill you myself." Off in the distance, | could hear sirens 
coming off the interstate. Adam turned away from me and paced around the room, always keeping his eyes on 


me. 


Laying on the floor, my ribs broken, | was helpless to do anything. | was thankful that he only kicked me once, 
another well placed blow to my midsection would probably rupture some vital organ and I'd be dead within 

minutes. But that is what he wanted. | couldn't believe that things had gotten this far. | wanted everything to 
go back to the way that it was before. I'd give it all up, all the fame, the fans, everything if | could have the 
band back. | didn't care what was going to happen to me, all | cared about was Brock. He was truly an innocent 
soul that didn't need to get involved in this. | rubbed my hands over my face, closing my eyes, trying to make 


it all go away. "Brock, | am so sorry." | whispered. 


| was listening to the sound of the voices in the room, trapped and helpless in my own pain when | heard them 
all become hushed and quiet, replaced by the sound of broken glass being crunched underfoot. | opened my 
eyes and slowly and looked around. | saw a pair of thick black boots standing over me, eyelets neatly laced, 
black jeans perfectly tucked into the ankles and | knew who it was. | painfully drew my body into a upright 
position, leaning against the side of the bed and Benjamin knelt down next to me, putting a hand on my side and 


pressing down painfully. "Your ribs are broken, can you stand?" 
"Ben-how?" 


"Don't ask any questions, you don't have time. As | asked, can you stand?" | looked around the room to see 


everyone staring at him, Adam and Ron included. | nodded. 


"I think so, if you help me." Ben slipped an arm around my shoulders and lifted me up, helping me to my feet. 
As | tried to straighten up, the ribs shifted inside of me and a searing bolt of pain doubled me over, making 


me scream out. "l. | just need a minute." | said through labored breaths. 


The sound of the police was growing closer by the second. "You don't have a minute Dustin Come on" He half 
carried, half dragged me back out through the broken window, sending shards of glass skittering out of the 
way. We had only walked a few feet when | heard Adam call after us. 


‘Burnley, he's a murderer. You can't just leave with him like that." 


Ben tightened his grip on me and didn't break the speed of his pace. He continued to walk out to the parking lot 
with me leaning on him with complete confidence, unwavering. We reached a black flashy sports car that had 
been hastily parked near the hotel and he opened the passenger door, tossing me inside. | fell into the seat, 
gasping for breath. Ben vaulted over the hood of the car, his black jacket flapping out behind him like a pair of 
black wings and went to the driver's side, pausing to look back at the onlookers from the hotel. Adam had come 
outside and was a few feet away from the vehicle. Ben opened the car door and stared him down, finally 
flipping him off and jumping inside and speeding away. 

Ben drove like a mad man possessed, weaving in and out through traffic, desperate to put as much distance 
between us and the hotel as was possible in the shortest amount of time. A thousand questions flew through 
my head, none of which | wanted to ask. The pain in my chest was almost overwhelming and every time he 
swerved to switch lanes, | felt it almost crush me with intensity. After several minutes, | managed to get 


myself together enough of sit up in the seat. "Where are we going?" | asked with a shaky voice. 
"You want Brock back, right? We're going to get him." He said flatly. 
My eyes widened. "You know where he is?!? Is he alright?" 


Ben suddenly turned the wheel abruptly to the right, causing me to fall against the door. | hit it and the pain 
shot through my body again, and | started to gasp for breath. Obviously no more questions for me. "I don't 
know what condition he is in, be may possibly be dead already, judging from the amount of blood all over that 
room." He kept his eyes trained on the road ahead of him. "And | know where he's been taken, because | am to 
take you there.." his voice became deeper and darker. "H's a trap Dustin. You have to make a decision right 
here and now if you truly want to go through with this. | can't do anymore for you, after | take you there; 


you are completely on your own. This is it for me." 

| looked at him and saw the man that came into my hotel room after our very first show, the tall, beautiful 
man with those impossibly gray eyes and skin as white and pale as the moonlight. It broke my heart with guilt, 
that in a way, | was responsible for all of what had happened. "I don't want you to go." 


He let out a light chuckle. "Funny, just a short time ago you said exactly the opposite thing to me." 


Resting my hand against my side to try to prevent being jostled around anymore, | looked down to the floor, 


lowering my voice. "| know..if | could take it all back |.” 


"You would do the same thing. He loves you. You two belong together. You've only been able to hold on to your 
feelings for me because | kept interfering with your life." He looked over at me and put one hand under my 
chin, lifting my head up to face him. "It's time now, we have to let this go, it's been long enough, for both of 


us. 
"What will happen to you?" | asked, not really wanting to know. 


"I no longer have a soul. So | will cease to exist." He slipped his fingers away from my chin and tightened his 
grip on the steering wheel. Several minutes passed as the silence grew between us. | didn't know what to say 
to him, with a head full of questions; | knew that they'd never be answered. | wanted the final moments 
between the two of us to be peaceful. | leaned my head against the window and watched the scenery pass by 
outside. It had been a long, cold winter and now everything was turning green and warm again. | wanted to sit 


outside under the stars with him and point out all the constellations. 


| was aware that we were traveling back to the venue that we had left the night before. Ben pulled up next to 
the darkened marquee which still had the big bold letters of our band name on it and turned the car off. 
"Here?" | asked. 

Ben nodded. "Brock is inside, he's injured, | don't know how badly." Without hesitation, | grabbed hold of the 
handle of the car door and was about to open it, when Ben's hand shot out and grabbed hold of my wrist. He 
turned to me with those beautiful gray eyes. "You don't have to do this. What is lurking in there in the dark 
will quite possibly bring you nothing but your own death, Dustin” 


| gave him a soft smile. "No one deserves to have their life come to an end like that, bleeding to death, alone 
and confused in the dark." Ben's expression did not change, he still stared at me with a pleading gaze. | couldn't 
bare it. "Besides, if it were me in there, what would your decision be?" | opened the door and stepped out onto 
the curb with great difficulty, pressing my arm tightly against the broken ribs to keep them from shifting any 
further and then back to Ben, who refused to meet my gaze. "I don't want to say goodbye to you." 


Reaching into his pocket, Ben withdrew my glasses and handed them to me. "Go be a hero, Dustin" | leaned back 
into the car and took them from him, my fingers lightly brushing over his cool skin. This would be the last 
time that | would ever feel it. | struggled to choke back my tears. He gave me one last look, our eyes meeting 


for only seconds before he pulled the car away from the curb and vanished into the early morning traffic. 


| stepped forward and pulled the massive glass door to the venue open and walked inside, letting the darkness 


consume Me. 


To be continued. . . 
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It was the early hours of the morning. | gazed out of the window to the horizon, watching the waves start to 
roll in, building in both size and speed. The thick, dark clouds loomed overhead, with loud crashes of thunder 
warning that the bright, brilliant flashes of lightening would be next. There were far too many storms these 
days. 


The droplets of rain built up on the glass pane of the kitchen window and slowly trickled down, giving the early 
morning a hazy, misty feel. | took the tea kettle off the stove before the whistle broke the silence of the 
quiet kitchen and | hurried over, pouring the boiling water into the waiting cup on the counter. Inside the 
ceramic mug, the hot water saturated the tea bag and soon it turned into a pleasing sepia color and the bitter 
aroma invaded my nostrils. Picking up the cup, | left the kitchen and started on my way down the hallway to 
the living room. As | walked slowly, | glanced at the many photos that lined the white walls, filled with smiling, 
happy faces of people | once knew, from a time not so long ago. Mixed in with the photos were also two shiny 
gold records, with the name of our band emblazoned across them, kept so perfectly preserved. | ran my 
fingers over them, and the memories came flooding back like someone had opened a gate. For a brief moment | 
remembered all the good times that we shared, the happiness, the joy, and the elation of being adored by so 
many people, but then with that also came the ones that brought bitterness, sadness and sorrow. 


| reached up and pulled one of the photos off the wall, bringing it with me. Reaching the study, | sat down at 
the desk and carefully set the photo down in front of me, and opened up the laptop. It seemed odd that were 
no musical instruments around me this time, no mixers or sound boards, just the laptop, my tea cup and the 
photo were all that rested on the desk. Pushing up the glasses that had slipped down onto my nose, | glanced 
at the last line of text that | wrote and stared at it for a long time. There were so many feelings and 
emotions typed there on the screen, that it was almost unbearable to get through, but | had to do it. | needed 
to tell my story to get everything out. The blinking cursor mocked me. | could almost hear it laughing at me, 


daring me to press my fingers on the keys again and start to write the next section. Taking a sip of the tea, | 
let the warm liquid slide down my throat, slightly bitter, warming me from the inside out. It was a good, 
comforting feeling. | glanced over at the photo | had removed from the wall and into their eyes. They were 
waiting for me to finish the story. | sat the teacup back down on the desk, with slightly shaking hands and 
rested my fingers lightly on the keyboard. The cursor blinked it's steady pace, waiting. | took a breath and 


started to write once again. 


The large glass doors to the venue slammed shut behind me with a loud echoing thud, which resounded 
powerfully in the hall. Only a few hours ago, this place was filled with fans, waiting to see the first of two back 
to back sold out shows, packed elbow to elbow, waiting patiently to see us, and now it was dark, silent, ominous. 
| quickly turned around for a moment and immediately regretted it, the pain from my broken ribs reminding 
me that such quick movements were not going to be possible. | wished that Ben could of stayed. | needed him. | 
realized that | didn't know what | was getting myself into, | was barely able to even walk, and here | was, 
storming into some kind of trap like a storybook hero, trying desperately to save someone that | loved very 
much. Pain wouldn't stop me, fear wouldn't stop me, nothing would stop me from trying to find Brock, because 
he meant so much to me that | couldn't abandon him. | heard a faint click and knew instantly what it was, the 
doors locked behind me, but still | tried to pull on them anyway out of sheer spite. They didn't budge. | knew 
they wouldn't. When | found Brock, | would have to find a different way out of the building. 


Summoning my strength, | walked into the corridor that led into the first series of rooms that made up the 
music hall. It was completely empty and quiet. All around me were the photos and posters of other musical 
acts that had played on the stage, some dating back to the early 1920's, with faded newspaper articles neatly 
clipped out and placed in their glass tomb for all to see. | wondered if our photo would ever make it up on 
those walls. When | reached the second set of doors, the ones that opened up into the auditorium itself, | 
hesitated for a moment, looking down to the ornate gold handles. There, smeared across the perfectly polished 
metal were partially smeared bloody fingerprints, already dried and starting to flake off. My eyes dropped down 
to the floor, where | could see a few stains on the carpet as well, and | choked back the rising emotions that 


threatened to overtake me. | opened the doors and stepped inside to the blackness. 


The air was dry, stifling and humid. It invaded my lungs, and | tried to cough, but the pain from the shattered 
rib made it almost unbearable. Standing still for a few moments, | heard something, far off in the distance, 
faint and discernible at first, | had to concentrate on what it was. Trying to drown out the sound of my own 
heart thumping inside of my chest, | focused on the area that | thought it came from and immediately started 
to panic. It was the sound of someone whimpering in pain. It had to be Brock, | just knew it. | called out to him 
"BROCK, BROCK is that you? Where are you man?" The sound was so muffled, subdued that | could only barely 


hear it. | wasn't even sure which direction it came from, being that the auditorium was so large. 


| couldn't see a thing, there were absolutely no lights on at all, and | knew that | wouldn't be able to do 
anything until | could see more than a few feet in front of me. | remembered that the sound and lighting booth 
was only a couple feet away from the entrance, and made my way to where the stairs leading to it was. With 
luck | found it in a few moments and ascended the stairs, hoping that the door would not be locked. Reaching 
the top stair, overlooking the vast hall | found the door and pushed it open, holding my breath, waiting to be 
disappointed, but | wasn't. It opened easily and | stepped inside to see a panel full of blinking indicator lights, 


ready to go at a moments notice. | flicked on the lights to the room and sat down at the control panel, staring 
out to where the stage area was. He had to be out there somewhere, | knew it. | started tapping buttons, 
trying my best to figure out which was the house lights. My panicking fingers flew across the board as fast 
as they could, | knew that | couldn't waste any time at all, | had to get down there, | had to find Brock. 
Eventually after several failed attempts, | managed to bring up the house lights, enough to illuminate the stage. 
From the control room, | peered out to the venue, with the vast empty space looking so desolate and derelict: 
It had been cleaned up since the previous night, however the stage was still set up with our gear, patiently 
waiting for us to return to play the second show. Everything was in it's place, the monitors, the speakers, the 
guitars, and the Emulator all stood there just waiting to spring into life with sound and light once again. High 
above it all was our tapestry banner, emblazoned with the band's logo and our name, dimly illuminated by low 


lights. The sight before me was eerie and bizarre, like a snapshot taken out of time. 


Looking down at the stage below, my eyes frantically searched for the source of the sound that | had heard, | 
had not found the correct lights, and everything was still shrouded in shadows which made for a difficult time. 
| looked from the stage, to the aisles and the auditorium and then back again, then | found him. Brock was 
sitting there, behind the Emulator, leaning up against the drum kit, slumped over with his head down, his chin 
resting on his chest. | jumped to my feet immediately and flew out the door, taking the steps down two at a 
time, ignoring the searing torment filling my lungs. The broken rib rubbed against the inside of my chest, 
sending waves of blinding pain through my body, as | pressed on, but only made it to the bottom of the steps 
before having to stop to catch my breath. | held onto the rail of the steps for support and looked over to the 


stage, which seemed to be miles away from me. | called out to him again, but there was no response. 


Clutching at my side, | paused to wipe the sweat from my face and choke back the nauseating feeling building 
inside of my stomach. Standing there waiting for the pain to ease, | heard a crash of thunder reverberate 
inside the hall. The storm had finally come. The dim house lights that | had turned on flickered on and off, 
making it now even more difficult to see. | knew that | had to make it to Brock before the power went 
completely out and we would be shrouded in darkness. Gritting my teeth against the pain, | started to move 
forward again, down the center aisle, focused on the stage. The banner high above seemed to sway a bit, 
producing a sound like flapping wings as | drew nearer. Upon reaching the halfway point, | tensed up as another 
stitch of agony shot through my side, which almost brought me to my knees. | had to press on. | lowered my 
head, trying to center myself and my eyes focused on more smears of blood on the floor. They were a dull 
crimson color, much like the ones on the door handle, and were already dry. Seeing this, | gritted my teeth and 
started to walk again, the lights still flickering wildly around me. Only a few feet from the stage, they suddenly 
went off completely, leaving me in complete darkness. "Fuck!" | shouted. Not knowing what to do, | reached 
around, trying to find the steps to the stage and suddenly the lights turned back on again, only this time it 
wasn't the house lights, but just the lights that illuminated the backdrop and the stage itself, everything else 
was devoured in the darkness. | half ran, half limped my way up and slowly approached Brock. He was 
unconscious and wearing nothing more than a pair of jeans from the previous night, nothing on his feet or his 
chest. All | could focus on was the bright crimson splashes of blood that covered his torso. | dropped to my 
feet at his side and wrapped my arms around him, clutching his thin body next to mine, letting his head rest 
against my chest. "Oh Brock, | am so sorry for this, for all of this.” 


| felt his arm move slightly, reaching out for me and | grasped hold of it, looking down at him as his beautiful 


eyes opened up and he focused on me with some difficulty. "Dustin?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper. 


"Yes, I'm here now, you're going to be alright” | held him close to me for a few seconds, to reassure him of 


my presence. "We're going to get out of here." 


He looked up at me with hazy, disorientated eyes, filled with fear that nearly broke my heart. | felt the 
unusual coldness of his body next to mine and pulled slightly away to discover several large, almost claw like 
gashes in the side of his body, starting at his chest and descending down to his hip. The were horrendous, 
hideous wounds, crudely sliced open and exposing muscle and bone underneath. Realization dawned on me that if 
| didn't get him out of here soon, that he'd surely bleed to death. | grasped his hand tightly. "Brock, listen to 
me. | am going to take care of you, just hold on.. we can do this." | brought the back of his hand to my lips and 
kissed it. "| have to find something to stop the bleeding first, then we're going to get the fuck out of here." | 
gently propped his body up against the bass drum, noticing how sinister the band logo looked, all covered with 
blood, before turning away, trying to keep my emotions at bay and focus on the task at hand. 


Making my way to the side of the stage, where the roadies kept their gear, | was relieved to find a flashlight, 
and rushed backstage, totally forgetting about the pain in my ribs and kicked the door to the medical room 
open. Yanking the doors and cabinets open, | frantically searched for the supplies | needed, and shoved them 
into a bag with haste and headed back out. Sprinting down the hall which led to the main stage, the flashlight 
flickered and went out, leaving me in darkness. "Shit!" | cursed and hit it against the palm of my hand, trying to 
make it work again. To my shock, it worked, sputtering into life and illuminating the corridor. | aimed it back in 
front of me and let out a loud, startled cry. There standing in front of me was the dark, shadowy figure of 
the monster, it's faceless shape blocking my path back to the stage. The shadows swirled around it, filling the 
small space with a obscene, almost sickening presence. "no..." | whispered. There was no other way to go around 
it, it was blocking the path between me and Brock. It didn't speak, it didn't move, it remained stationary, nothing 
but those damn shadows pulsing, churning around it. | felt defeated | clutched onto the fabric of the bag, 
desperately holding onto it. The light from the flashlight dimmed a bit, | looked down to my trembling, shaking 
hands and saw the blood, Brock's blood staining them. | took a breath and closed my eyes for a moment. "No." | 
repeated, this time with more force. As | opened them again, | was relieved to see that it was gone. Had | willed 
it away? How was that possible? Shining the light towards the door, | thought | saw wisps of darkness 
skittering away from the light, snaking around the edges and cracks in the walls, to disappear. | walked right by 


them, feeling the icy coldness brush over my ankles and went back to Brock. 


His breathing was very shallow by the time that | reached him. Sitting down next to him, | moved slightly and 
was immediately crippled by the pain in my ribs, | realized that if | had to get him on his feet, there was no 
way that | would be able to carry him out of here. Ripping open the bag, | found the butterfly skin tabs and 
started to pinch the gaping wounds closed as best as | could The adhesive gripped hold of the ripped flesh 
perfectly, drawing the edges together and stopping the bleeding. As | worked, | could see Brock's eyes fluttering 
slightly while unconscious. | had brought him so much pain in the last year, that | couldn't imagine him ever 
forgiving me. Brock was such a good, kind-hearted person that | often wondered what he saw that drew him to 
me. Where he was always bright and positive, staying on track no matter what, | was often withdrawn and 
depressed, easily swayed and distracted from the important things. The events that happened with Ben had 
changed us, and | had considered what my life would be like, had | never made the deal with him at all. The 


part that stood out the most was that if it never happened, Brock wouldn't be laying on the floor right now, on 
deaths door, but in the same way of thinking, had it never happened, | would of never known that Brock had 
feelings for me at all. He was always so silent, when it came to things like that, which | hated and loved at the 
same time. | unknowingly tore him apart by having feelings towards Ben, but Brock always stood firm and 
resolute in his feelings, knowing that what be believed in was stronger than anything, and that was his love for 


me. 


As | placed the last of the strips over his open wounds, | once again wiped away the beads of perspiration 
from my forehead. | was dripping with sweat. Fumbling through the medical bag, | found some large rolls of 
gauze and wrapped them around Brock's torso. | breathed a sigh of relief, noticing a bit of color returning to 
his skin and his breathing becoming more steady. The storm outside was intensifying, and | could now hear the 
thunder booming loudly overhead, threatening to shake the venue right off it's foundation. | took a moment and 
stood up, clutching at my side and gazing into the vast hall around me. It was beautifully macabre with the 
wide open empty space, so different than the view | had last night. | walked up to the edge of the stage and 
closed my eyes for a moment, hearing the cheers of the crowd, and the feel of the music as it flowed all 
around me. Looking to my right was Ron with his bass, climbing up onto the small table we kept on the stage 
and then jumping off it in time to the beat of the music, keeping in perfect timing with Adam shredding the 
drums directly behind me. To my left was Brock, trained and concentrating on getting all of his chords and 
riffs just right, a perfectionist at heart. This was my band, these were my friends. | would do anything to 
protect them. My admiration was momentarily cut short as the lights on the stage started to flicker, and an 
unfriendly, familiar feeling started to surround me. | knew that it was time to leave. Ben had warned me that 


this was a trap, and now | believed him. 


| rushed over to where Brock was still laying, blissfully unconscious and was about to try and rouse him when 
| saw the first wisps of shadows creep over the stage. They moved quickly and chilled the air, causing the 
temperature to drop dramatically around me. | could see my breath crystallize in the air and every single 
nerve in my body was on edge. | watched as those shadows accumulated on the stage, twisting, turning and 
massing into the imposing figure of the Monster standing a few feet away from me. For the first time, | could 
see it clearly now, a imposing figure draped from head to foot in long, shredded flowing black robes. Its hands 
were bent and twisted into the form of razor sharp claws that stuck out from beneath it's sleeves like 
gnarled tree branches. It's head was cloaked in the same disheveled fabric that hid it's face well. | stepped 
forward, and stared it down. | was tired of being chased, tired of all the hallucinations and tired of hurting 


others. | wanted it to be over. | lifted my head. "What do you want?" | asked boldly. 


The figure slowly lifted one of it's hands, the shadows dripping off it like a thick oil stain and pointed at me. | 
felt a sharp pain shoot through my heart, almost as if it had punctured my chest with it's bony fingers. | 
clutched at my chest, trying to catch my breath. Ben was right, this Monster was only after one thing, and 
that was my soul. | was prepared to give it up so long ago to stay with Ben, forever, but when Brock 
intervened and confessed his love for me, Ben chose to sacrifice his own soul for mine, so that | could live on. | 
thought about him now, and how this creature had found a way to bring him back to manipulate me into 
handing it over again, and the inner turmoil he must of felt deep inside knowing that his entire existence then 
was to try and trick me. In the end though, Ben made the right decision | didn't know what was going to happen 
to him, and part of me didn't want to know either. Now it was my turn to make the right decision. Was | truly 


ready to give up what Ben had given to me, so that | could save another? 


Behind me, | heard Brock stir and | turned around to see him still leaning on the drums, looking haggard and 
pallid. The gauze | had wrapped around his torso was now starting to show signs of the blood seeping through 
from beneath. The temporary strips were not enough to keep the wounds closed. | turned back towards the 
creature. "If | choose to go with you, hand over my soul as you so desperately want, then you have to assure 
me that Brock will get out of here, and will survive those wounds. | know that you can do it too, I've seen 
proof first hand” The Monster remained motionless, it's finger still pointing at me. "PROMISE ME!" | shouted, 
with a loud crack of thunder booming off in the distance, mocking my tone. Still the creature did not move. | 


heard Brock behind me, but did not turn around. 
"Dustin." 


"Listen here, you son of a bitch. | don't know why you want my god dam soul so much, it's not worth anything. 
You obviously don't know who | am. | am the asshole who would stop at nothing to get success." | felt the 
anger rising inside of me, forming faster than | could of imagined. "| am the one who wanted it so badly that | 
called a fucking demon to me, just so that we could be famous! And then | used him, | tricked him into thinking 
that he had fallen in love with me, and he sacrificed himself, getting me out of the deal. | am the kind of 
person who finds a way into your life and then takes hold, getting everything that | can out of you, making you 
love me until it hurts and then just walking away when there's nothing left to give. If you don't believe me, if 
you don't believe that's the kind of person, | am, then just look look at him, look at what I've done. It's all my 
fault. My soul is already gone, there's nothing left but an empty shell, so go ahead and take it, do what you 
want with it, you have my permission. but you aren't fucking touching it until Brock gets out of here. Do you 
understand that?" 


"Dustin.stop!" | heard Brock calling me, | glanced back and saw that he had pulled himself into a sitting position, 
barely conscious and coherent, but so desperately trying to get my attention with every bit of strength that 
he had. 


"It has to be this way, Brock. | won't let another person suffer on my behalf, ever again. | have to stand up 
and face this thing, | have to face what it's turned me into." | turned back away from him and faced the dark 
figure before me. "No one knows what it feels like to suffer in silence, inside of my head day after day, 
wondering if the things | am seeing are real, or if they are hallucinations. And do you want to know what the 
worst part of it all is? The worst part is when those hallucinations welcome you and comfort you, more so 
than reality does. After a while you want everything and everyone to go away and sink down into those visions, 
let them carry you away and never look back, because you can't stand to see the look of disappointment in the 
eyes of your friends when you let them down. When someore tells you that they love you, and you can't 
fucking tell them back because you're more in love with yourself than anything else." | stopped, hearing my 


own voice echo so loudly made my head start to hurt. 


The thunder outside the auditorium rolled high overhead, and with the exception of the sound of my own 
breathing, there were no other audible noises around us. An eerie silence descended. The Monster slowly 


lowered its arm and motioned for me to step closer. | knew that things would never be the same after this 


right, not just for me, but for the rest of the band as well. The Monster reached it's gnarled arm out for me. 
Off in the distance, | heard Brock moan, whether disapprovingly or in pain, | wasn't sure, | couldn't tear my 
eyes away from this thing before me. | was doing this for Brock, for all of them. Taking a breath, | waited 
patiently as it reached out, stretching it's arm and unnatural length and hovered it just above my heart. | had 
to atone for everything that | had done to them. This was the only way. | closed my eyes and whispered. 
"Goodbye Brock." 


| heard a loud pop, and then all the house lights abruptly shut off, | opened my eyes to complete darkness. | 
moved slightly, coming to stand in front of where | knew the Emulator was, when it suddenly turned on, 
instantly booting up and all the windows started to load at once. | watched it in dim fascination for a moment, 


noticing how beautiful and radiant the vibrant colors looked in the completely black void. 


Several moments passed, and | called out to him. "Brock, Brock, Jesus Christ, answer me, are you alright?" | 


heard a soft muffled sound and then his labored breathing, he was still alive. 
"Dustin, please.. stop this." he begged, his voice just only slightly above a whisper and filled with such pain 


The thunder boomed once again over head and | moved to where the sound of his voice was. "I am going to end 


this, Brock | promise you, just stay with me. Hang in there." 


| felt something cold wrap around my ankles and surround my body. | stood completely still in the darkness and 
waited, feeling it pitch and shift up my legs and over my torso, chilling me right down to the bone. | could feel 
icy fingertips touching my cheek and | trembled with fear. "Listen to me you sick fuck, let's be over and done 


with this. | am tired of your games, you can have anything you want, show yourself!" | demanded, 


The emulator erupted with a blast of static and sound. | covered my ears for a moment, and then heard the 
most frightening voice | have ever heard in my life. It was a mixture of white noise and electronic garbled 
noises, fused together with something demonic that sounded like it crawled out from another dimension, it sent 


shivers down my spine. "Finally." It hissed "The end? Is this what you truly want?" 


"Yes!" | shouted into the darkness. "I can't take anymore. Let's be done with it." 

The lights turned off, leaving us in an eerie darkness. Other than the storm outside, there were absolutely no 
sounds to be heard, save for the beating of my own heart. Listening intently, | heard that familiar voice inside 
of my head. It reverberated around inside my skull with a radio static sound, bouncing off the bone and brain 


with a painful, agonizing force. 
"The chapter has come to an end, are you truly ready for this story to be complete?" It asked. 


“Enough! | want you out of my head, take whatever it is that you've come here for and leave. | am tired of 


games." | shouted. 


The static voice became slightly louder. "Are you truly finished?" It asked. 


| took a deep breath, feeling something injecting itself into my veins. "Why do you keep asking the same 


questions over and over? Is this amusing to you? | told you..YES!" | screamed out into the darkness. 


The Monster snickered and slithered around in triumph. "Very well" | felt a sudden chill run down my spine, and 
suddenly | was no longer able to move, or speak. It was as though something had taken over my body, | felt 
heavy and disorientated, and then everything went black. 

"Dustin?" A voice called to me. It seemed so far away. | couldn't quite reach it. No static. Clear. Human. | knew 


this voice. 
The house lights came up slowly and | turned around to face the Emulator. 


"Dustin?" | could hear Brock behind me, forcing himself to his feet. | remained motionless, staring at all the 
beautiful, iridescent colors of the glowing panel in front of me; it was beautiful almost like | was looking at it 
for the first time. | reached out and ran my fingers down the glass screen. | felt his hand on my shoulder, but 


| did not turn around. "Hey, are you okay now? Can we go; l'm not feeling so well." 


Reaching up, | pulled my glasses off, noticing the faint traces of blood on the frames. | tossed them away in 
disgust, hearing the glass shatter. | turned to face Brock, who was clutching at his bandaged side and while 
trying to support himself against me and smiled. He looked so fragile and delicate. Placing a hand alongside of his 
cheek, he leaned his head into the palm of my hand and closed his eyes for a moment, filling up with tears. "I 
want to go home." He whispered. | wiped his tears away gently with my thumb. | placed am arm over his hip, 
pulling his body closer to mine. Gently, he rested his bloody hand over mine, and let out a sigh of relief. "I knew 


you'd save me, Dustin" 


Still disorientated, | gazed at him, trying to bring my eyes into focus. My body felt like it had been asleep for a 
long time, numb and cold. "Brock?" | asked, trying to keep the tone in my voice stable. Inside of my head, a door 
slammed shut and was bolted up tightly. | straightened up my back and felt a wide smile slowly inching its way 
across my face. "This is who | am, who | should be." 

Brock looked at me quizzically, his hand moving down from over mine to over my wrist with a bit of 


apprehension. "What? | don't understand." He asked. 


| gave him a tender smile, like one you'd give to a child when explaining something, and slipped my hand around 
the back of his neck. | could feel his heartbeat start to accelerate. "He did a whole lot of squirming and 
screaming around, but in the end, he couldn't lie to himself anymore, and all | had to do was ask and he was 


more than willing to accept his fate." 


The expression on his face started to change from confusion to fear. "What are you going on about? Did you 
hit your head somewhere along the line, because you're talking nonsense? Can't you see that we need to get 
out of here?" Brock pleaded. 


"Well, one of us will" | laughed and squeezed him by the back of the neck, pulling my arm back and then tossing 
his body across the stage where it collided with a thump against one of the monitors. It made such a 
delightful crunching sound. Smiling in delight, | tilted my head and watched him moan in agony, stunned and in 


pain from the impact of the heavy cabinet on his back. | started walking over to him, my footsteps echoing on 
the flimsy stage. "In my defense, | never put a hand on him. | swear. Every single choice that he made was his 


own. 


Brock forced himself up to a partial standing position, glaring at me. "No, this isn't right. Dustin would never do 
these awful things, you're just the Monster that possessed him, and he can fight you. Cast you out and be rid 


of you once and for all." 


"Oh you gullible man, haven't you figured it out yet? There was never a ‘Monster’. Every hallucination, every 
bit of delusion he created himself, well.. with your help of course. | am nothing more than the embodiment of 
emotions that he could not control" As | spoke, Brock finally managed to make his way to his feet and tried in 
vain to scurry away, but being the wounded animal that he was, he was no match for me. Within seconds | 
made my way over to him and grabbed his arm as he turned away, whipping him back to face me again, and 
traced a finger down his chest, letting my nail drag painfully into his flesh. "Can you imagine how utterly 
terrible it must have been to have all that agony, hate and lust building up inside of you for ages, just letting 
it sit and fester its way out?" 


Brock's eyes flashed with intense defiance. "That's not how he is" 


"Was." | corrected. "That's how he WAS. He took the coward's way out" | could tell by the look on his face that 
| hit a nerve. He glared at me, and stared me down in defiance and | laughed, right in his face. "Those wounds 
on your side are from his hands. | did nothing but sit back and watch last night, biding my time as he sliced 
into you with such loving agony, and you couldn't see anything because it was too dark, all you knew was that 
it was someone attacking you and dragging you away before you passed out from shock. It was one he was 
scared to of death of.. Dustin's Monster. Or more realistically, Dustin Me. | did it. We're the same person. And 
| loved every single moment of it too. The feeling of my hands all over your soft body, digging into the flesh 
and feeling it rip so easily, the blood pouring out of you like a river was so satisfying. It made me so hard, | 
could have fucked your comatose ass right then and there, but | didn't because | wanted him to be here, to 


see and feel everything.’ 


"You son of a bitch!" Brock cursed and lunged at me. It was a little odd and strange to hear him utter 
profanities, but it was enjoyable. It didn't take much to make him reach the edge, a bit more and | could topple 
him, crush his spirit completely. It was such a delightful game. Completely obliterating his very being was such 
a delightful thrill for me. Still having hold of his arm, | twisted it around his back and held it there at an 
umatural angle as he screamed out in pain. | pulled him back against me and grabbed a handful of his hair, 
pulling on it and forcing his head back. The line of his throat and neck arched back in the dim light was an 
exquisite sight, the flesh so paper thin and fine that all it would take is one small slice, a light touch with a 
razor and it would split open, spill whatever blood he still have left inside of him all over the stage floor. The 
thought of holding this fragile thing in my arms as the light faded from those beautiful eyes was more than 
enough to excite and entice me. "Can you feel it?" | whispered, letting my lips run over his earlobe. "Do you feel 
how wonderful it is to give into these feelings and succumb to every single ounce of pleasure in desire that 


lurks deep down inside of your body?" 


"Let me go!” Brock shouted. 


In reply, | clutched onto him tighter, pulling his body back so that he was flush against me. He had nowhere to 
go and not enough strength to fight. "Isn't this what you've wanted for so long Brock?" | let my hand drift 
down from his chest to the front of his pants. | could feel his body immediately tense and tighten up. "This 
has been your desire for so long, hasn't it?" | flicked my finger and popped open the front button of his jeans, 
and they dropped easily to the floor. "Sure, you've been screwed by Dustin before, but that was just domestic, 
romantic, and docile. You want more, you thirst for it" | grabbed his balls, and gave them a squeeze, letting 
him feel the sharp sting of my fingertips pressing into the sensitive flesh. The chill air from the auditorium 
made him shiver and shake. Holding his trembling, pale, naked body before me, | leaned forward and licked the 
side of his cheek, the taste of sweat, tears and fear was unbelievable. Aren't you enjoying this Brock?" | asked, 
with a tone of whimsy in my voice. "Feeling helpless and being totally dominated by the person that you love? 
It's a splendid sensation isn't it? Knowing that any minute, you're going to get fucked, but you don't know when.. 
or how hard?" 


"Go to helll" He shouted and shot his elbow backwards. It instantly collided with my body, and a blinding bolt of 
pain shot through me as he hit the broken ribs in my side and knocked me temporarily out of breath. Seeing 
the chance for his escape, he lunged forward and started to run, but in the dim light of the stage, he failed to 
notice a pile of cables and cords tossed carelessly in the corner. | calmly took a moment to catch my breath, 
and watched with a grin of delight as his escape plan failed, and the cords caught and tangled around his feet, 
causing him to pitch forward and crash down to the floor. The sound of his body hitting the stage was so 


deafening that it even drown out the sound of thunder still rolling overhead. 


| made my way over to him, taking my time to where he lay, out of breath and defeated. "| have to admire 
you for being so defiant, Brock. | would expect nothing less from you. However, this game is over, and you 
have just used your last turn, it's mine now." Snarling and filled with anger, | landed a kick to his stomach, 
feeling my foot meet with soft tissue; it dropped him back to the floor almost immediately; doubling over in 
severe pain. | knew that my well placed blow had ruptured some internal organs, it was quite an enjoyable 


sensation. 


| ran my hand through my hair, shook my head, looking down at him laying in a heap at my feet in disdain 
"Why do you even try to resist? You should know by now | am not going to let you leave here." 


He lifted his head up and looked at me, wiping away blood from his lips. "Dustin, you have to stop this. | know 
part of you is still in there." | watched in astonishment as he slowly pulled himself up to his feet, staggering 
and unstable, using the Emulator to keep from falling over. "Fight it" 


Seeing him there, naked and bathed in the glow from the lights was like nothing | had ever seen before. His 
entire body, even still covered in blood was beautiful and soft, looking almost angelic. | felt some of the anger 
inside of me start to melt away as | paced around to the opposite side of the board. "Don't you see, Brock.. 
There's nothing to fight. Think of your own words, you have been the one trying to convince me for so long 
that it's all inside of my head" | came to a stop, standing behind him, and whispered, just a few inches away 


from his face. "and you were right. It was. Tell me how it feels to know you've done this to your best friend, 


your confidant, your lover? Hmm. Tell me how sorry you are, or maybe..you're not.” | started my pace again. 
"None of it was real, and you single handedly managed to make it convincing..except for this." Reaching out, | 
touched his trembling arm. "This is what is real, all the inhibitions and darkness inside, brought to the surface 
and released, made flesh." He was now shivering uncontrollably, probably going into shock. He wouldn't last much 
longer. | continued to move again, this time letting my fingers run up his arm as | did my second lap around 


him, once again, stopping behind him, and brought my fingers over his shoulder and down over his spine. 
"Why are you doing this?" he asked flatly. 


"You are the remaining thing that stands in my way. The last vestige of innocence, the release of responsibility, 
the liability of love. In ending you, | will be complete. A whole man once again, no longer fighting with his inner 


demons. You understand, don't you?" 


| won't let you." Brock's eyes began to tear up "I love you Dustin. | am the only one who has ever loved you, 
can't you see that. If killing me will turn you into this Monster forever, then there's no fucking way | am going 
to let it happen" 


| sneered and pushed him forcibly against the front of the Emulator. A flash of memory suddenly rushed 
through my head, something similar. What was it? Someone inside my head. Black feathers. | couldn't 
remember. | chose to ignore it. "You silly boy, you still don't understand" My hands gripped at the blood soaked 
bandages wrapped around his wounds and | yanked them off, he screamed out in pain as the scabs that had 
started to form were ripped off along with the cloth. The beautiful stream of crimson began to run down his 
side again. It sparkled and shone in the dim light like a river of rubies. | reached down and clutched at the torn 
up tendrils of flesh, digging my nails into the meaty chunks of skin, his body wavered and Brock almost fell to 
his knees, but | caught him and threw him up against the Emulator. | saw him glare at me, barely conscious, 
the pain from the newly opened wounds as almost too much. Almost. Something familiar flicked in my memory, 
the black feathers all around me. | shoved it away and shouted. "You made me this! You're not as innocent and 
selfless as everyone thinks. Convincing your best friend that he's going insane, repeating it over and over until 
he hears it enough that it's all there is to believe? Well that's almost the same as murdering him, so don't 
play the virtuous saint here." Unbuckling my pants, | slipped them down, and | heard him mutter something. | 
grabbed a handful of his hair again and pulled his head back, watching his eyes flutter. "Did you say 


something?" 


Brock swallowed hard, his breathing became shallow. The internal injuries were catching up to him quickly. 


"fight it, Dustin" 


Furious and frantic | pushed him forward with such force that | heard his head smash against the glass and a 
spider web of lines start to form. He stayed there, lifeless and blood trickled down the malfunctioning unit. A 
slice of pain knifed it's way through my head at the same time. In a flash of memory, | saw myself there and 
felt the pain of the glass breaking and hearing the electronic buzz of the Emulator in my ears. Thousands of 


black feathers rained down around me, blurring my vision 


| found myself sitting on the floor, just below the Emulator and felt a warmth spreading down over my face. | 


reached up and gingerly touched a painful spot just below my hairline. My fingers came away bloody. Confused, 
| stared at them dully, not quite understanding what was going on. Then | heard footsteps and looked up, and 
gasped for breath seeing Ben standing over me. "This is a memory." | whispered. 


"Yes it is." he answered gazing down at me intensely with those gray-green eyes. "A memory with a warning, 


Dustin." 


| started to laugh and rested my head back against the cool metal behind me. "What could you possibly warn 
me about Benjamin? Huh? | am pretty much a fucked up individual now, right?" | narrowed my eyes and glared 
at him menacingly. "Is it about the ‘monster’? The big bad that's going to devour my soul? Is that it? | think 
you're a bit late, I've already met him and we're becoming quite good friends. Oh by the way, how's your soul 
doing? Burning in Hell | hope." 


He gave me a very soft, sympathetic look and knelt down beside me, coming to look me right in the eyes, and 
speaking in a soothing, comforting tone. "You bought me here, you can stop this if you want. It's not over yet. 
There is still something inside of you that is good, all you need to do is find that door and unlock it. This is how 
you beat it. Only you can do it.” 


Hearing his words, filled with an unexpected compassion abruptly caught me off guard, and for a moment, all | 
wanted to do was be there near him, with his arms wrapped around me and cry into his chest. | stared down 
at my blood stained fingertips and choked down the churning emotions inside of me. "| am not going to stop, 
because | want this, | welcome it. | don't need you, or anyone else. | am better now that | have ever been. Let 
me show you. " | leaned forward, bringing my face close to his, concentrating on those luscious pink lips and 
placed a savage, lustful kiss there. | felt him try to pull away, but at this moment, | was stronger than him, 
and | held him in place. | beamed with arrogant pride. "You're dead Ben. Accept it” | whispered and pulled away. 


The kiss between us was the ultimate betrayal. Ben's eyes were filled with a sheer disappointment. He 
whispered, "Even as Jesus forgave Judas, | will forgive you, Dustin" The falling feathers disintegrated into thin 
particles of dust all around me and vanished into nothingness, along with Ben, and | found myself still clutching 
Brock's prone body up against the Emulator. | looked over his shoulder to see that he had regained 
consciousness and those beautiful eyes were looking away from me, set on something in the distance. Tears 
were streaming down his cheeks, mixing with the dirt and blood, giving him a ghastly, disheveled appearance. 
The blue bruises were already showing against the bone white color of his skin, which gave off a unpleasant 
dull glow in the weak light. "Still with me?" | asked, drawing his attention away from the unseen target he was 


focusing on. 
He moved his head slightly. "I am with you forever, Dustin" He whispered. 


My heart ached and felt very heavy. His thin body offered no resistance. He was broken and defeated, nothing 
more than a empty shell, shattered and useless. Muscles in his chest made his heart pump blood, his brain 
still functioned, but he was mentally done. | took this shining star and made it go super nova, exploding into 
nothingness. His light was gone. A bad taste invaded my mouth, like an acid starting to eat away at me from 
the inside. | shook my head and tried to make it go away. "Do you still believe that | can be saved? You're 


pathetic. Let me tell you something, Brock.. after | fuck you, and leave you here bleeding to death, | am going 
to walk out that door there, and find your friends, Adam and Ron. | am sure that they are just waiting for 
me.. it won't be hard to find them.. and once | do, | am going to rip them apart too. Why you ask? Because 
there's nothing more satisfying than destroying a person's whole world that he's worked so hard to build from 
the ground up." | paused my monologue and gave it a bit of thought. "Well there is one thing better than that. 


Shall we see how they compare?" 


Sliding my bloodstained hand along my throbbing shaft, | forced Brock's legs apart and he moaned and 
whimpered, his lips covered with saliva and blood With one hand, | held up his body against the Emulator, which 
had only a feeble glimmer of light left to it, much like the person laying on top of it, while | gripped my hard 
cock and guided it into him, shoving with as much force as | could. Brock let out a scream with every ounce of 
life left in him that shattered the silence with agonizing suffering as | forcibly penetrated him. Plunging deep 
inside, it felt wonderful and terrible at the same time. With only the quickly drying blood as lubrication, | had to 
force my way deeper in, showing no mercy or hesitation, only thinking of the euphoric sensation radiating 
through my body, tearing through tissue and muscle alike. | thrust further into him, exploring the depths with 
every movement of my hips, forcing, ripping, and grinding my way into the tightness that surrounded my 
engorged shaft. His body was hot and feverish, shaking with each touch as | delved deeper, enjoying the 
exquisite sensation of the dense muscles that trembled around me, but | wanted more. Letting go of the upper 
part of his body, | gripped his hips, my fingers finding his protruding hip bones, pressing into them with hard 
force and quickened my pace, determined to make him take every single inch of me that | could. | needed to 
feel him all around me, consuming me, taking all | had. | would break this fragile vessel if | had to. With feeble 
hands, he reached up and grabbed hold of the top of the Emulator screen, half trying to pull himself away 
from me, half trying to keep himself on his feet. The effort was in vain. It was a feeble attempt. | could see 
his fingers turn white and his knuckles bend painfully, trying as hard as he could to hold on as he screamed 
out in pain and agony. Those screams only heightened my lust, and | pushed further into him, letting him take 
the full length of my cock, my balls smacking harshly against his buttock cheeks with each movement. His eyes 
were closed and he had stopped crying, only faint traces of where his tears remained. The blood rushing to my 
cock was intense and extreme. The pressure building as | repeatedly penetrated his broken body intensified with 
each thrust, as | pounded into him harder and harder, amazed at how much he could actually withstand. | was 
tearing him apart from the inside out, on more ways than one, just to satisfy my torrid lust. It wasn't enough, 
| had to go faster, harder, bend and shatter him so that | could feel alive. Already | could feel the pressure 
intensify, threatening to explode inside of him. | fought to prolong the moment, | wanted him to suffer as long 
as he could so that | could thoroughly enjoy myself, it would probably kill him. Just the thought of it renewed 
me to fuck him even harder. My body was covered in sweat and blood, still | pressed on, ignoring the 
screaming that started again. We both knew they would be the last breaths he would ever take. The flesh 
underneath my fingers where | held him was already starting to turn color, matching the hours of old bruises 
| had inflicted on him earlier. Still through everything, his heart still beat, he held on. | wondered what could 
possibly be keeping him alive. 


Almost as if reading my mind, Brock's hand slipped down away from the edge of the monitor and reached out 
for mine. As the tremors tore through him, he pulled my hand away from his hip and laced his fingers 
together with mine. With one tender touch, a wave of emotions flooded over me, an intense collection of 


memories of the years we had spent together as friends, hanging out, laughing, playing music and dreaming of 


becoming famous. | felt as though | was drowning and it became hard to breathe. "No!" | shouted and pulled 
away from him, holding my hands to my head, causing his body to drop down to the floor. | turned around and 
kept my back to him. 


"I know you're still there, Dustin" He spoke feebly, his voice barely a whisper. 
Trying to calm myself and sort out my thoughts, | shouted. "Stop saying that." 


| turned back around to face him. He was on his back, looking off to the distance again. Moments of silence 
passed between us. A decision was made, | couldn't bare to listen to his incessant whining and moaning anymore. 
| was going to give him mercy. | would end his horrid suffering. | walked over to him and he looked up at me 
with soft eyes as | bent down beside him. "One last chance, Dustin. Don't let it take away everything you are." 
He took hold of my hand, his warm skin almost setting mine on fire and turned my palm upwards, placing my 
glasses in it. A tear ran down my cheek. | looked at him, looking at the damage | had caused and had to look 
away, the feelings of guilt overcoming me. With shaking hands, | unfolded the arms of the glasses and placed 
them on my face. One of the lenses had been broken, but even so, | could see more clearly now out of it than 


| ever had before. 


"Brock." | sobbed, the emotion overcoming me. He reached out and pulled me into his arms, and | rested my 
forehead against his. There was so much blood everywhere. Our eyes met, and a moment of serenity passed 
between us. | leaned into him and dropped my lips over his, kissing him with great care, and as they met, he 


whispered to me. 
"| love you, Dustin" 


That would be the last breath he would ever take. As the final word passed his lips, | brought a hand up and 
wrapped it around his neck, and started to squeeze, pushing his body back onto the floor. He didn't make a 
sound or struggle. | kept my lips pressed against his firmly as | tightened my grip and felt him gasping for air. 
Each breath trapped in his lungs became more painful, as | continued to cut off his oxygen. | saw the light 
start to fade out of those beautiful eyes, and it was truly something to behold. Knowing that | had the power 
and strength inside of me to totally destroy something so beautiful and innocent was an intoxicating feeling. The 
meager feelings of love, still fluttering around inside the cage of my head would now quickly die, taking along 
with it the last vestige of remorse and sympathy, and I'd be free of the trappings of conscience, all | had to 
do was take his life. 


It only took a few seconds, in his weakened state before his heart stopped and | dropped his lifeless body back 
down to the ground with a dull thump. | sat there on the stage floor with him, gazing down at him with pity 
for a few moments, before slowly rising to my feet. It wasn't pity for what | had done, but pity that he was 
so pathetic and gullible, choosing to believe in love over everything else. | took the glasses off my face and 
tossed them to the ground where they came to a rest next to him. Useless things. | shook my head and 
straightened out my clothing. "I told you that I'm not the same person anymore, Brock" Turning away, | looked 
up to the entrance and my eyes caught sight of someone standing in the aisle. This is what Brock had been 


staring at, he knew someone was there. but how could he see them? | squinted, but could only see the 


silhouette of a man, no details. | called out to him. "Who's there?" 
| warned you, Dustin. Several times, but | can clearly see that you chose to ignore me each and every time." 


| knew that voice, it had plagued me so many nights. I'd know it anywhere. "Benjamin?" | asked, calling out to the 


darkness. 


He snapped his fingers and the house lights came up, flooding the hall with a bright, almost blinding 
luminescence. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust, but | could tell that he was slowly walking down 
the center of the auditorium. Ben had stood there watching the whole scene unfold, between myself and Brock, 
and Brock had seen him.. but how? "Are you pleased with what you've become?" he asked in a monotone voice 


that showed absolutely no emotion at all. 
"What I've become?" | laughed at him. "I don't even know what that is." 


Ben ascended the stairs and stood on the edge of the stage, keeping his distance from me. "Let me shine some 
light on the situation For starters, you're a murderer, and a rapist." His words seem to make me loose my 
confidence, and | felt as though | was coming through a drug induced stupor. | shook my head to try and clear 
it, and slowly all the events of the night started to come back to me. From the moment | entered the venue, 
shaking and frightened, until the last moment when | choked the life right out of Brock, | could see everything 
that | had done with vivid details and | felt the bile start to creep up into my throat. 


"This.. this can't be true." | mumbled, looking down at my bloodstained hands. 


Ben simply stepped to the side and looked down. | followed his gaze down to where Brock lay at my feet, and | 
let out a cry. His body was not peacefully laying on the stage, in the sweet repose of slumber, but sprawled 
out in a miserable display of gore and horror. There were large, gaping wounds sliced into his skin, from his 
torso to his neck, obviously made with some dull object that ripped instead of sliced His flesh was bruised and 
battered in multiple spots, with horrid patches of discoloration whispering a tale of severe torture. There was 
a look of sheer terror on his face, frozen forever in a state of perpetual panic, or perhaps betrayal. | dropped 


down to my knees and was met with a wave of pain from the broken ribs, shivering and shaking. "I did this... 


Walking forward, Ben came to stand near me, his boots crunching on bits of broken glass from the Emulator. 


"Yes you did. All along, the Monster has been you." 


| looked up at him with tears streaming down my face. "| don't understand, you said that it called you back and 


commanded you to trick me into giving up my soul." 


"It IS you, Dustin. You've had the power to do so." He sighed and squatted down beside me. "Whatever you had 
going on inside of your head was enough to make you believe that | can come back, bring me to life, or so to 
speak, in an effort to save both of us from damnation. But there was something dark and twisted in there, 
lurking just out of reach and it curled up and burrowed into your mind, festering, seething, turning every single 


thought rancid and rabid. So, my return was laced with lies and manipulation, because you couldn't control it" 


"And now, how are you here if you're only in my head?" 


‘lm not here. You're still struggling, fighting with that thing inside. Can't you feel it in there, twisting and 
slithering through your head, waiting to crack your skull open at any second and send you away again? Maybe 
even this time forever? You brought me here to help you fight it, because you don't think you're strong 
enough. When you see me, you see a part of you that is better." | looked down at Brock again, and quickly 
turned my head away, | couldn't face what | had done. 


Ben stood up and took a step away from me. | quickly rose to my feet lunging across the space between us 
and grabbed him by the front of the shirt, shaking him violently. "I'm not strong enough! You have to save 
mel" My bloody fingers wrapped around the soft fabric clutching desperately at his chest. "| can't do this 
alone." He looked at me with pity and slowly pulled my fingers away. His hands were so cold, it was like holding 
onto icicles. "Save me Ben. Please." | sobbed into the folds of his shirt. 


Reaching down, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into a tight embrace. "Close your eyes, Dustin” 
His soothing, calming voice rang out clearly in my ears, and | concentrated on it as hard as | could, trying my 
best to quell the raging thoughts inside of my head. "It's inside of you now, part of you, changing who you are. 
| can't tell you how to defeat it now, because | am nothing more than a piece of your head as well. | don't exist 
except inside of you. You've let the monster out of its cage, and it needs to go back" He pushed me away 


slightly and | felt his lips touch my forehead and | heard him whisper. "Open your eyes." 


| stood there on the edge of the stage alone, disconnected from everything in the world. All| could think about 
were his words, and the feeling of something slowly starting to scratch away at the wallpaper barrier lining 
my brain, waiting to get out. | lost everything in the world that had meaning to me, and the only thing that | 
had left was my soul, even though it was a wretched, twisted thing. | was vaguely aware of the doors to the 
venue opening again, and people rushing in. | heard shouting and yelling and then someone taking my hands and 
forcing them behind my back. Everything was moving in slow motion They pulled me down off the stage, as a 
team rushed into take care of Brock. | wanted to turn around, to see him one last time.. | couldn't do it. Yanking 
my arms, the police officers rushed me outside into the blinding midday sun. Squinting against the sudden 
burst of light, | saw the familiar faces of Adam and Ron step out of a car and try to make their way over to 
me, but were met with a stiff arm of my captors. | will never forget the look on their faces, their eyes 
staring at me, in disbelief and disappointment. There was so much shouting, and a loud ringing in my ears. | 
heard Adam shout "Brock! Where's Brock?" | met his eyes, only for a fraction of a second and something inside 
of me twisted my lips into a carnivorous smile of delight that | couldn't break. Adam lunged against his captors. 


"You son of a bitch!" 


| didn't care. | felt cold and numb. The thing inside of my head dug in and curled up, watching the spectacle 
before it with great amusement with sleepy eyes. It was content to let me take the blame for all of this. | 
watched Adam struggle against the men holding him back, shouting at me with a intense, murderous rage on 
his face. Ron helped to hold him back, but he was looking at me in disbelief. | was totally disconnected from 
everything that was going on. They shoved me into the back of a waiting car, and | slumped backwards against 


the seat the moment my body was inside. | watched as the ambulance pulled up and the paramedics rushed 


into the venue with their stretcher and medical bags, moving in slow motion as they took the steps two at a 
time, hurrying to get inside the building. Adam and Ron quickly followed them. | was grateful that | didn't have 
to see their faces anymore. | was laden with guilt and shame for what | had done, and | knew that they would 
be beyond reason now to hear any excuses, even if | could make excuses. They had placed so much in my 
hands, their very lives, and in the end, | failed them. Especially Brock. All he wanted was someone to love, but 
he just fell for the wrong person. The thing inside my head told him that he was the reason for my insanity, 
tried to place blame on him to rationalize what was going on, but as with everything else, that was a lie. He 
didn't know the pain of not being able to distinguish the difference between reality and fantasy, all he could see 
is the last remnants of good inside of me; his eyes were blinded by innocence and caring. The Monster was my 
burden, my own inner demon that | just couldn't escape from. Deep inside, | didn't really want to. It was part of 
me, part of who | am, the part that everyone has but never acts upon because they have a conscience. It was 
there for me when | needed it most, forcing me into situations that were so beyond my control, that they 
would break me down into nothing. All | had to do was reach out, and it was there, hiding in the shadows of my 


mind, and let it take me over, completely overwhelming me in a cocoon of non-emotions and feelings. 


The car idled quietly amidst the loud calls of the gathering crowd, the driver waiting patiently for his chance 
to pull out in traffic, and | stared down dully at the silver bracelets on my wrists. The metal was cold and 
comforting, pressed tightly into my bloodstained hands. | knew that I'd never be able to wash that off my skin, 
the disgrace and shame of claiming a life would now be forever my burden to bear. | heard a commotion near 
the door to the venue and looked up to see Adam sprinting out and running down the steps to the car... | knew 
he had seen the body. Several onlookers grabbed his arms again, holding him back as | leaned my head against 
the plush seat and closed my eyes. Was he shouting something at me? | couldn't hear. | was waiting for the 
Monster to come and take me again. Nothing. | felt empty and suddenly all alone. Did it get what it wanted and 
then abandon me? Would | be made to answer for what | had done? The only sound in my head was my own 


voice now, and | was terrified. 


| spent the next several days of my life drifting between a comatose state and indifference. | didn't eat, and 
rarely drank. Being questioned over and over didn't bother me at all. | did not answer their questions because | 
could not answer. There wasn't anything | could say to them to make an excuse for what | had done. They 
were whispering to themselves, in between interrogations, saying that | had snapped, | was completely out of it, 
‘mentally incompetent’. Saying that | was unwell was an understatement. Eventually they took me away to a 
psychiatric hospital for an evaluation. The doctors there ran tests of every kind, trying to get a response out 
of me, but all attempts were unsuccessful. | knew that there was something wrong with me that they couldn't 


cure. 


| couldn't explain what was wrong with me either, but they finally found a label that fit. Schizophrenia was 
their eventual diagnosis. The day | was brought into the courtroom for the last time, they bound me in 
handcuffs and paraded me down the center aisle, past all the curious strangers and throngs of reporters. | 
tried to keep my gaze down, trained on the floor, not wanting to see their accusing faces, but as | passed the 
last row, | caught sight of Adam and Ron, dressed in formal suits and ties, watching me as | was led to my 
seat. | couldn't read them at all. They felt like strangers. | saw Ron lean over and whisper something into 


Adam's ear, and he nodded. | could only imagine what the words were that passed between them. 


Sitting in the plush seat, | was subjected to one final re-telling of the events that happened that night. | sat 
through it all, from start to finish, listening to their version of my apparent debauchery and murderous intent. 
| didn't object to any of it, even though they completely destroyed my character, and put my life in ruin with 
lies. There wasn't much left to it anyway, so | didn't care. The lawyer appointed for me cited obvious mental 
issues as a defense. Clearly the jury agreed with it, any fool could see just by looking at me that | wasn't well, 
and | was found not guilty by reason of insanity. When the verdict was read out loud, | remained motionless 
and uncaring, | could easily hear some sort of commotion behind me. It would be Adam, | knew it. The officers 
pulled me to my feet and grabbed my elbow, leading me back down the aisle and right past them. Ron looked 
sullen and saddened, but Adam still had fire in his eyes. If he could reach me, | had a feeling that he'd snap my 
neck in two as revenge for Brock. | could tell that the vengeance was eating him up on the inside. | offered no 


apology. It wasn't Adam that | needed forgiveness from. 


The first night in my new home was a blissfully quiet one. Instead of being locked up in a jail, | was in a 
psychiatric hospital, where | would be interred until | could be deemed sane and quietly returned to the public. | 
knew that would probably never happen. | wouldn't let it They removed my handcuffs and gave me the 
standard issue uniform in a lovely shade of mint green and a dinner tray with a bottle of water. | sat on the 
edge of my bed, holding the folded up clothing on my lap and kept thinking of Brock | deserved to be here 
because of what | had done to him. | wouldn't allow myself the benefit of living a life when | took his away 
from him. This would be my physical and mental prison for the remainder of my years, and | was satisfied 


with that. 
The voice inside my head spoke. "Admitted defeat, have we?" It snickered. 
"No." | replied into the darkened room. "It's the opposite. I've won" 


It started to move slightly inside of my brain, waking up after weeks of slumber and spread its awful putrid 
essence through the fragile eggshell of my skull. "Do you think by locking me up in here, | can't hurt anyone? 
You're wrong. So wrong." It reached out a talon and picked at a soft spot of flesh. A blinding pain shot through 
my head and down my spine. | let out a muffled cry. "The only person | want to hurt is right here with me 
now. | am going to slowly pick away at the gray matter of your brain, bit by bit, piece by piece... first taking 
away all those precious memories that you have stored away in here. You know which ones I'm referring to, 
don't you.." It hissed. "Brock was so beautiful and young wasn't he? You loved how he looked in the shower, 


covered in water, arched over, begging for you to have him just so he could prove his love for you." 
"Shut up." 


"Oh did | hit a nerve? Maybe that wasn't want you really wanted to see. How about when you tortured him, 
sliced into his skin, ripped his flesh apart and then fucked him like an animal?" Suddenly my head was filled with 
that horrible night, all the pain.. all the blood.. Brock screaming. Oh god.. he was screaming so much. It all came 
back to me. | quickly stood up off the bed, dropping the clothing down to the floor and started pacing around 
the small room. "Remember how hard your cock was when you plunged it into him. He was so tight and 
unforgiving, he begged you to stop, but you just kept thrusting deeper and deeper into him. You positively 
ripped him apart from the inside out. Getting your dick buried in his asshole was so lovely, wasn't it? It felt so 


good not to worry about anything, give into these feelings and let yourself go. | can tell even now, you're 


starting to get turned on by this... hell, you'd fuck his corpse if it was right here in front of you." 
"STOP IT!" | shouted. 


It snickered. "And after I've broken you down with those memories, | am going to indulge myself with those 
hallucinations you enjoy so much again; making you see and feel things that aren't really there, only to you 
they will be real.. more real than you can ever imagine. | can bring you to the heights of pleasure and then 
drag you down into the bowels of hell itself. Eventually you won't be able to tell reality from fantasy and will 
waste away to nothing but a hollowed out cadaver, sitting in the corner, foaming from your mouth and shitting 
yourself every day. You've fallen so far, and I've led the way, prancing down the path, leading you on. Oh this 
will be great fun indeed" 


| slowly made my way over to the door and rested my hand on the cold steel. "| am going to stop you." | said 


flatly, a twitch in the corner of my eye. 


"You couldn't stop yourself before when you were stuffing Brock. What makes you think that you're going to 
be able to stop me now? Hmm? After all, | am you. | am the darkness, | am the Monster, | am Dustin Bates. | 
am the sick diseased part of your brain that controls you." 


The corners of my mouth upturned into a malicious smile. "See if you can control this, asshole." 


| lurched forward and slammed my head into the steel door, my forehead colliding with the metal in a vicious, 
violent powerful force that sent my head spinning. Only stunned for a moment, | hit it against the door again, 
harder this time and started to feel blood flow. The warm stream of liquid seeped down from my hair line and 
into my eyes, making it a bit difficult to see as | pounded my head against the door for a third, and fourth 
time. Then | started laughing. It was cathartic. The pain was something real that | could focus on, but like a 
junkie, | needed more of it. The world around me was spinning and pitching but | stood firm on my feet. | heard 
commotion outside in the hallway as the orderlies hurried with their keys, trying to get the door open. | 
continued to laugh as the thing inside of my head screamed out in agony and retreated back into the darkest 
part of my brain Staggering, and nearly unconscious, | ran into the steel one last time, the pain so blinding and 


intense, it shut off every other emotion and feeling inside of me. 


The door burst open, and | fell backwards, coming to land flat on my back in the center of the room. My eyes 
hurt so badly, but | forced them to stay open, staring at the low ceiling above me. A warm pool of blood 
started to form under my head as | lay on the concrete floor. | saw the nurses rush in with a needle and the 


guards hold me down as she injected it, and the sweetness of nothingness claimed me. 


There's something to be said about the wonders of modern day drugs. They can heal the body, force it into 
repairing itself and forming new tissue and antibodies, or they can do just the opposite, destroy and annihilate 
the nervous system, shut down brain function and leave a body in a comatose state. The latter is exactly 
what | was hoping for. In the months that followed since my public spectacle in the psych ward, | was kept on 
constant watch from morning to night, in a highly sedated and completely lethargic, sluggish state. Day or 


night, cold or warm, nothing mattered to me. Everything was gone, including the Monster. | lived in this place 
inside of my head where there was absolutely nothing, completely devoid of sound, like, feeling... everything, and 
| loved it. Forever could drag me down. | had nothing left to give. | had found my perfect end. | was nothing, 


anymore. 


Months passed. The dramatic story of the front man for the band going insane and killing his guitarist faded 
from the news. No longer were there whispers from the staff, gossiping about the cruelty and obscenities | 
had committed. There were no reporters sneaking in now, trying to catch a candid photo of the vegetative 

state | had put myself into. | was finally alone, and even though | was not completely at peace with myself, | 


was in a state of stasis, and | planned on staying there forever. 


It was the early evening, or at least | believed it was when | sat on a bench outside of the hospital, gazing up 
into the sea of stars when | felt a hand on my shoulder. The touch was not light and gentle, like one of the 
nurses who came out to fetch me, but instead it was heavier and stronger. The wind shifted a bit, and a slight 
breeze blew through the trees on the far side of the courtyard. A faint chill came with it, signaling a change 


of season soon. | shivered, and my mind suddenly came online. A panic ran through me. 


"And they've been saying you're pretty much a vegetable. Must be a lie because | just saw you move." | didn't 


turn around or react, | knew the voice. It was Ron. 


He came to sit down next to me, and | saw him out of the corner of my eye, still looking the same, wearing 
the black flight jacket, a little more aged and worn, and jeans, with comfortable sneakers and a baseball cap 
backwards on his head, concealing his messy blond hair. "You're looking ugh.. good. Could use a shave, and a 
shower though, those nurses must get distracted when they give you a sponge bath." Ron laughed awkwardly. 
He was always one to make jokes when he was uncomfortable. | could tell that his visit had an objective. "So 
things have been going ok. Putting in a lot of gym time and hiking trips when | am not messing around playing 
music. Been messing around with writing some new stuff, but nothing ever really pans out, but it passes the 
time, you know?" He kicked some dirt loose from the ground underneath his foot. Some other patients walked 
by us, and Ron hesitated, watching them as they returned back into the hospital. After they left, he inhaled 
and leaned forward slightly, cupping his hands together and holding them between his legs, his eyes darting 
around. "Dustin, listen..." 


A silence fell over the courtyard. | continue to gaze up at the stars. This is where | was safe, nothing could 
get me, it can't find me here. ‘Go away Ron, leave and do not return. If you stay here, it's going to find you, 


it's going to find me.. for god sake.. run.. run away! 


"I don't know what happened to you. Whatever it was, it must have been pretty bad. Everything that happened 
was just completely fucked up. | am not going to lie to you, | was really angry and upset with you, but it's 
been a long time since this all happened and I've had time to think about it. | wish | had come to talk to you 
sooner, so much time has been wasted, but | wasn't ready. Something happened that night that you're not 
willing to talk about, | get that.but | don't think that you're to blame for Brock's death. Adam completely flew 
off the handle that night in the hotel room, and it sort of snowballed from there. If we had just taken a 


moment and listened to you.. maybe we wouldn't be here in this situation right now. " He took a breath and sat 


back, running his hands over his face. "What | am trying to say to you is that, | want to help fix this. | don't 
want you to waste away in here with all the nutcases and lunatics drooling and staring up at the stars, eating 
pea puree everyday. You're wasting your life. For Christ sake Dustin, you have a Ph. D and here you are, 
people feeding you and clearing up after you. Stop punishing yourself. Please? | miss you." 


He looked up at me with his blue eyes searching for some sign of understanding. | couldn't look away from that 
magnificent star field high over head. The first early evening stars were creeping out onto the stage of the 
sky. Each pin point of light sparkling with a bright luminescence of it's own, sending it's light down to the 
desolate planet below. The beauty was breathtaking and wondrous. | wanted to reach out and touch them, to 
feel them shatter and explode in my hand, sending a million particles of starlight slipping between my fingers 
like sand. 


Ron leaned to the side and rested his head against my shoulder. | could smell the scent of the cologne that he 
had splashed on his skin, feel the heat of his body next to mine. He stretched his arm out and placed a hand 
on my thigh, and | closed my eyes. Quietly, he whispered. "What do you see when you look up there, Dustin?" 


A wave of uncertainty washed over me, when his fingers touched my body. It felt like someone had just 
shocked me with a EEG device, and it jump started my heart into a hyperactive state. | tried to force the 
feelings away, shove them back inside, but it was too late. | had shut myself down for so many months, trying 
to avoid contact with everyone, and | was doing so well, but now here | was, confronted for the first time with 
words that weakened my defenses, and | felt as though | was losing. Solitude was my constant rock, the 
anonymity of strangers and four unremarkable walls kept me safe, until now. What was it that let the doubt 
slip into my head? Could | just shut it away? 


"Starlight." | replied. 


| turned slowly to face him with a tear streaming down my cheek. "I see Starlight." The barrier was broken and 
| was helpless to stop the wave of emotion that overcame me. | felt thankful and relieved, but yet so terrified 
and fearful of what was going to happen. 


After everyone else had gone inside for the evening, we sat out there under the stars, just the two of us, 
enjoying each others company. | confessed everything to him. From the start to finish without editing or 
falsifying facts. | told him everything, about Benjamin, about Brock, about the Monster. At first | was worried 
that he'd laugh it off and walk away, leaving me to my own fate.. but something strange happened. Ron, 
normally the prankster of the group, the least serious, sat and listened to me. When | finally finished he looked 
at me and gave me a smile, and offered some reassuring words that made me feel like maybe.just maybe 


there was hope for me. 
"It's a bad thing, Dustin" he said, pulling his jacket tighter around him to ward off the cool night air. ".to love 
someone so much that it clouds your thinking and better judgment. That kind of love really is very self- 


destructive." 


| lowered my head and looked away. This conversation, | wasn't quite prepared for. | wanted to shut down. 


"All you need to do is find a way to harness those emotions, turn that energy around and use it for something 
else. | know you can do it too, you're so intelligent and brilliant. What is inside of you burns with the light of a 
thousand suns, but you choose to lock it away and let it build up until one day all that comes out in an 


explosion of anger." Ron hesitated for a moment. "Let us, let me share some of that with you. Please.” 


Eventually the orderlies came out to collect me, and Ron shooed them all away, explaining that he would be the 
one to escort me back to my room. | was greatly surprised by his tenacity. Everyone was astounded at my 
sudden break through, and willingness to talk. As we neared the door to my room, | stopped, just short of 
reaching for the handle and turned to him. "Ron, | don't know what's going to happen now." 


"If you're looking to me for answers, | can't tell you that everything is going to be OK Dustin. lim not a 
psychiatrist , but | think you should know that | don't think you need one. No matter what happens, | am going 
to be right here with you, helping you conquer the darkness. We've turned our backs on you, when you needed 
our help the most, and | am not going to let that happen again. Whatever this is, even if it is a part of you, it 
came from somewhere, and if you will just have a little faith, we can send it back" He reached into the pocket 
of his jacket and removed my glasses that he had concealed there, holding them out for me. The crack in one 
of the lenses had been carefully repaired, and the glass was polished and gleaming like new. My heart stopped 
for a moment, and he smiled at me. "I am ready to forgive you Dustin, if you can forget." 


Reaching for the glasses, | gingerly put them on, and felt a bit of my old self returning. Ron gave me a pat on 
the shoulder and a reassuring nod. "Get some sleep, real sleep.. I'll be back tomorrow to see how things are 
going.” Turning away, he started heading down the hallway and waved, stopping near the exit. "Welcome back, 


Dustin." 


Inside of my room, | sat on the edge of the bed, thinking about his words. If Ron forgave me, if he truly 
wanted to help me through this and had faith in me, then maybe there was hope, something that | could draw 
upon for strength. | knew deep inside of me that | couldn't stay in this state forever, something would 
eventually break and I'd have to face my fears or die in here. Then there was another concern. He didn't 
mention Adam, and that was of some worry. We'd have to sort all that mess out and | wasn't looking forward 
to that confrontation either. The simple look of hatred on his face as they led me out of the courtroom was 
more than enough to keep me away from him, forever. Thinking of him brought a ache to the side of my 
body, and | placed my hand there where he had broken my ribs so many months ago. They had been healed in 
no time, but still the memory of the blows still lingered. Would he be willing to accept? | wasn't sure. Dealing 
with Ron was easy, but he would prove to be a little more difficult, but it was something I'd have to overcome 


if | wanted to go home. 


Then there was the matter of the Monster. | didn't know where it went, and that scared me more than 
anything. | tried to search for it inside my head, draw it out from it's hiding place, but there was nothing, It 
was silent. | couldn't even feel it's presence anymore. Once again, it was a glimmer of hope. Perhaps the months 
| had stashed myself away here, in a drug induced cocoon caused it to evaporate, leaving me with pure, 


unadulterated sanity. Yes, that had to be it. 


My nightly nurse came in to get me into bed, and was shocked to see me acknowledge her as she walked in 


"Mr. Bates? Are you ok?" 


| took off my glasses, holding them in my hand and glanced down at the lenses before me. My hand did not 
shake or tremble at all. | looked up to her. "Yes. For the first time in a long time, everything is going to be ok" 


The nurse smiled at me and handed me some pills. | looked at the small paper cup with the drugs inside and 
thought about the road that | would soon have to travel. | knew that | wouldn't be able to travel it alone, | 
needed help, and | would graciously take it, in whatever form was offered to me. No longer would | keep things 


inside. 


After my nightly dose of meds, | slipped into bed, placing my glasses on the night stand next to me, and pulled 
the blankets up around my body. | wrapped myself in their comforting warmth and closed my eyes, trying to 
remember the sweet, tender sound of Ron's voice reassuring me. A change of heart had brought him here to 
me, tonight and | was very grateful. His smile brought me back from my dark place, and | now knew that our 
friendship was something very precious to me, | just always seem to overlook it before. | suddenly had a 
flashing memory of Brock, and | shuddered. Why now? What brought that up? | cast the thought aside and 


went to sleep. 


Within a few weeks, and countless hours of sessions with a therapist, and almost daily meetings with Ron, | 
was able to finally become more of what | used to be, a fully functioning member of society. Ron was the key 
to everything. When he came to see me, we would talk of everything from current events that he swore | 
needed to be caught up on, to scientific and space stuff, and of course, music. Our friendship blossomed and 
grew stronger as my mental state also did every single day. Eventually | was released, with the proper amount 
of mood altering legal substances and the promise of weekly meetings with the overpaid shrink, but at least | 
was out. The day Ron came and picked me up from the hospital, it felt wonderful to be driving with him, the 
windows open, music turned up. We talked about working on a new project, nothing too serious, just a little side 
project to pass the time, and about the state of current music, just idle chatter to get us through the drive. | 
felt as though | was now really living life again. As we approached the house, | started to become worried and 
withdrawn. He picked up on it almost instantly. "Dustin, is something bothering you? You've suddenly gotten 
very quiet.” 


| looked out the window to the passing scenery. The seasons were changing from summer to fall, and 
everything was bathed in a warm sepia glow. "H's Adam. We haven't really talked about what happened and | 


don't know how...” 


"Dustin, stop. Just stop. | told you that everything was going to be alright, and | haven't lied to you yet, have 


1? Stop worrying.” he shot me his best sunglasses smile and didn't miss a beat. 


Nodding, | sat back and tried my best to enjoy the rest of the ride home.. Home.. it had been so long since | 
was able to come back here, and | was trying my best to stay positive, but the idea of seeing Adam there, 
waiting for me, remembering the look in his eyes is what truly concerned me. Twenty minutes later we pulled 


up to the house, everything looked the same, except for a slightly unkept backyard and the unusual lack of 


beer cans laying strewn about. | slipped out of the car and walked up to the house, keeping a few paces behind 


Ron, who led me inside. 
He gestured to me. "Come on man, you know where you are, after all, this is still your house." he laughed. 


Adam was no where to be seen | made my way around the house, and couldn't help but beaming with pride 
seeing that Ron had kept every single poster from our shows and had them framed. My bedroom was kept 
neat and tidy, in perfect, pristine condition Even the music magazines that | had been reading were still 
carefully laid out on the desk, just waiting for me to return to them. The small music studio downstairs was 
still fully intact, with the small addition of a few more guitars and monitors that made it look like some sort of 
space station. | absolutely loved it. This is what ‘home’ felt like. | ran my fingers along the leather chair that | 
had spent so many hours in and remembered how great it was to ‘feel the music. | wanted to dive right in 


and start again. 


Making my way back up the stairs, | met up with Adam. He had just returned from a swim, and as he entered 
the living room, our eyes met. Ron gave him a casual hello and then made his way out to the kitchen, leaving 
the two of us alone. Part of me wanted to grab him and make him stay, sort of as a mediator, but | knew 


that | had to do this, | had to say my peace and be done with it. 


Adam was dripping wet, and stood near the door with a slight look of astonishment, clearly he had not expected 
me so early in the day. It was obvious that he knew | was coming home, Ron would have had to have talked to 
him about it, but judging from his expression, he wasn't quite prepared for seeing me in the flesh. My 
memories went back to the last time | had seen him, in the courtroom, completely overwhelmed with anger. 
The pure animosity and hate was seething from deep within him, so much so that | never expected to be 
standing in a room with him ever again without being assaulted. | nervously shifted from one foot to the 
other, waiting patiently. Ron came back from the kitchen, toting a bowl of multi colored breakfast cereal with 
him, and passed between us, shoving a spoonful of the cereal into his mouth. "Oh hey Adam, good swim? By 


the way Dustin's back" 


Adam looked to him and shook his head. He tossed the damp towel over a chair and headed for the kitchen. 
"Hey Dustin" 


| stood there, motionless like a deer trapped in headlights. "Adam." 


That was pretty much all there was to it for our meeting. He went his way and then | went my own Nothing 
happened. | was safe. | said a quiet thank you to whatever gods were listening and then started to settle into 
my new life. Weeks passed, without incident. Ron and | became close friends, closer than we ever had before. 
We spent hours downstairs in the studio writing and playing new music. It felt good to have an outlet where | 
wasn't being pressured. It was for fun, not profit. Eventually Adam started to come around a bit, dropping in 
during our jamming sessions, and then joining us. The days passed quickly. 


It was a cool late summer evening and we had decided to sit outside on the deck and jam for a while. Ron 


decided to retire early, citing drinking too much beer as a culprit, leaving me and Adam alone. He cracked open 


the last beer and offered it to me, a show of acceptance. | took it from him, not really wanting it, but also not 
wanting to refuse his offer. He came to lean against the wooden fence and cross his arms in front of his 
chest. Off in the distance behind him, | could hear the ocean crashing against the shore line, and the sky 
darken slightly with storm clouds. Rain was on the way. "About Brock... 


My heart sank. It was the conversation that | had been dreading for weeks. Part of me wanted to make an 
excuse and run away, but | knew that | had to stand my ground and be strong. The wind picked up a bit. | felt 
a few drops of rain hit me, as | took a long drink of the beer he had offered me. | wasn't going to let the 
weather be my excuse for running off and avoiding the topic. | needed to hear his thoughts to finally be able 
to put it all away, close the book and finish the chapter. 


"| miss him." Adam said, looking off to the distance. He had startled me with those few, simple words. | was 


expecting something different, confrontational and accusing. Instead, | got a moment of pure emotion and 


honesty. | could breathe. 


| lowered my head and stared at the beer in front of me, | couldn't look at him. Not because of guilt, but 
because | was feeling the same thing too, but had been completely unable to put it into words up until now. 


"Me too." 


Walking over to me, Adam squeezed my shoulder and headed back into the house. "We lost him, but at least 
we got you back." 


| looked up at him, and he gave me a soft smile as he pulled open the door to go inside. "Are you coming?" He 


asked. 


Pulling my thread worn gray sweater tighter around my body, | shook my head. "No, | think | want to enjoy the 


air a little more before bed, it feels refreshing.” 


"Alright, but don't stay out here too long, there is a storm coming." Sliding the door closed, he went inside and 


| watched him turn down the lights, leaving me alone on the porch. 


| took a moment to consider his strangely relaxed attitude toward what happened. | expected a confrontation 
again, but was gratefully disappointed. Things really were starting to come back together. | rested my head 
against the outside wall of the house and watched the clouds start to form over the churning waters. The 
myriad shades of blue, green and teal were so beautiful, only occasionally interrupted by a puff of white 
dotting the horizon. Somewhere a few miles away | could hear a roll of thunder and see the dim flash of 
lightening. There was a faint crackling of electricity in the air that made my hair stand on end. | got up, 
deciding that the oncoming storm might be a bit on the dangerous side, and my eyes saw something down on 
the beach, and lingering just above it, some sort of warped distortion in the sky. The air seemed to be filled 
with a low electronic drone noise that vibrated my very bones. | felt my hair start to stand on end. A sense 


of dread overcame me. | squinted my eyes and tried to focus on what | was seeing. 


My heart stopped for a moment. 


It was a figure dressed in all black robes, concealing his form from head to toe. 


no! 
No! 
NO! 


"It can't be... It's not.." | whimpered. 
A voice inside my head, shattering my skull. "Come and See." 


Before | knew it, my feet where on the sand, and | was walking down to the beach, my eyes not wavering away 
from the sight in front of me. This was impossible. The wind was whipping madly around me now, and the 
thunder crashing loudly. | stopped in front of him, just a few feet of sand between us. Overhead, the air 
currents were distorted, and blurry, forming a triangular shape far above. Just seeing it made me physically 
ill. The skies opened up and it began to rain. It flooded down from the skies in torrents, getting in my eyes and 
making it hard to see in a matter of seconds. "I defeated youl" | shouted, over the pouring rain "You have no 


power over me anymore! I've taken back every single thing that you've taken from me, my life is my own!" 


The form twisted and contorted, flashed for a moment, sending out a threatening, vengeful vibe, but | did not 


retreat. 


| stepped forward, coming face to face with it. The droning noise was filling my ears. | was now standing it 
down, looking to the thing that caused me so much agony and grief and clutching my hands in defiance. | wasn't 
backing down, | stood firm in resolute defiance. So many days, months, years, wasted because of this figment 
of my imagination. | was ready now to release it back into the void where it had come from. This was the 
moment | had been waiting for. Everything was leading up to this. | felt powerful, | felt strong. This was the 
moment of closure that | so desperately needed. No longer did it exist inside my head, whispering and 
controlling me... | was able to force it out, cast it away and give it physical manifestation of what was here 
standing before me, and | was ready to let it go. "I don't need you anymore, so you can just crawl back into 
helll!" A clap of thunder accentuated my words, giving them feeling and passion. | was in complete control of 
the situation for the first time. 

The only way | knew to send it away was to reveal what was underneath. After all this time of doubting 
myself, and trying to blame others for my actions, | was prepared to own up to them. All| had to do was one 


last thing. 


Reaching forward, | grabbed for the damp fabric concealing it's face and yanked at the rotting material, pulling 
it away. The fabric was moldy and rotten, almost disintegrating in my hand as | yanked at it. Perhaps that it 
had become that way from all the time being shoved away inside my head, slowly rotting and breaking down to 
nothing. Almost as if dramatic cue, a bolt of lightening shot out of the sky behind us, hitting the ocean and 
lighting up the dark night with a undecipherable brilliance. | clutched at the soaking wet cloth with my wrinkled, 
waterlogged fingers and stared at the sight before me. 


| was looking at Brock. 


‘ welcome back.. 


Slowly | walked back to the house, my feet sinking deeply into the moist sand as the wind and rain pounded 
against my body. | was cold and shivering, completely unable to keep myself walking in a straight line. My 
sweater was soaked and heavy, feeling like a death shroud draped across my shoulders, still | pressed on. | 
staggered my way up the few stairs on the porch and stood in front of the large glass door. The warm, soft 
glow of the lights inside seemed so welcoming, and comforting. Instead of heading inside, | stood out in the rain, 
looking in with a sense of longing. Water got in my eyes, stinging them, sending tears down my cheeks, 
obscuring my vision. | trembled in the frigid wind, feeling lost and desolate. | did not reach out for the handle. If 


| went in there.. 


"UN away...’ 


A figured moved inside the house, it was Adam, dressed in nothing more than his shorts, getting ready for 
bed. Another crash of lightening hit, somewhere on the beach beyond the house, and it drew is attention 
towards the door, as the flash illuminated my silhouette. He spotted me outside and instantly came over to the 
door, and pulled me inside, throwing a blanket from the couch over my shoulders. "Jesus Christ Dustin, did you 
lock yourself out? How long have you been out there? You're fucking freezing." He went around, turning on 
lights that seared my eyes and then poked his head into Ron's room. | could hear him calling to him, waking him 
from sleep. Ron stumbled out into the living room and flicked on the fireplace and led me over to it, while 


Adam busied himself with working on making a pot of coffee. | saw genuine fear on his face. 
"Dustin, what happened? Talk to me." Ron begged. 


| stayed silent trapped in my own thoughts. Ron shook me gently. "Dustin come on man, tell me what's going on 


Don't keep this inside, you got to work through it" 

Slowly | turned to face him, but not quite even seeing him. 

"| saw Brock" | said flatly 

In the kitchen, Adam dropped a coffee cup, shattering it on the floor. 


"FUCK!" he shouted. 


Ron got up and grabbed his phone. "We're not messing around with this, | am going to call your doctor, Dustin. 
There's no way you saw what you did, you're seeing things again and | am not going to fuck with this." He 


punched the numbers on his phone and started to pace. "Adam, get him out of those clothes." Still picking up 
the pieces of the broken cup, Adam tossed them into the garbage and came over to help me to my feet, a bit 
roughly. He seemed a bit annoyed with the whole situation, but held his tongue. | staggered, feeling 
disorientated and he caught me before | hit the ground and helped me into the bedroom. | started to remove 
my clothes, starting with my shirt, not even caring about shame, and he closed the door. | turned around to 


face him, and saw a look of warning on is face. 


Adam jabbed a finger harshly into my chest. "I don't know what you're trying to pull, but | am not playing this 
game. | trusted and believed that you were better, but | see that's all a lie now. You are NOT putting Ron's life 
in danger with your lunacy. He's been nothing but kind to you, and here you are, getting lost inside your own 
head again" | could hear Ron speaking on the phone in a low tone to someone. Adam stared me down and 
gestured toward the door. "He cares for you, maybe not in the same way that Brock did, but still it's love. | 
won't let you take advantage of that. So you need to choose your fucking actions and thoughts very carefully, 
Dustin. Don't hurt him, don't hurt us. It's not a request, it's a demand, and so help me god.. if you do take 


actions against him.." 


The door opened up and Ron came in, as Adam's words were cut off and | sank down to the bed Ron looked 


from me to Adam quizzically sensing something was wrong. "Everything alright?" he asked. 
He nodded, "Fine." And walked away from me, gathering up my wet clothes. 


Tossing his phone on the bed, Ron let out a audible sigh. "Well | got the answering service. The doctor isn't in 
until morning, and with the storm, we'd be risking a drive through some bad roads, if we go tonight." He shook 
his head. "I don't know what to do." He came to kneel down in front of me, the water dripped off my skin onto 
the bed. "Dustin, we're going to get you some help ok, but we just have to wait until morning, will you be ok 


with that?" he asked. 


My mind wasn't working. Everything momentarily shut down. "Ron, | am tired and cold. All | want to do is get 
some sleep. Please let me sleep." 


He looked from me to Adam who was scowling in a corner. "Alright. We all need to get some sleep. We will talk 
about this in the morning. We are only a few feet away if you need us." He rose to his feet and motioned for 

Adam to follow him. As they headed out, | could hear them talking quietly in the room beyond. 

"He's starting to lose it again, and you know it Ron!" Adam shouted. 

| curled up in a ball on the bed 

"We don't know that, Adam. All you saw was him standing out there on the deck in the rain. Maybe he just fell 
asleep and was on his way inside, how can you say that's weird or unusual? You're reading into this far too 


much, and we both know why." 


Footsteps pacing outside my door. "You didn't see the look on his face. | did. It was hideous and | swear to god 


that he had murderous intent there when he looked at me. | don't know if | even feel safe sleeping under the 
same roof as him. You know what he did to Brock" Adam growled. 


| could hear Ron sighing. "Don't bring that up. He's clearly not the same person’ 


"Exactly, and that's what | am afraid ofl" Adam retorted and stormed off into his room. A few minutes later, | 
heard Ron head off to his bedroom and shut the door. | could barely hear the faint click of the door locking. 


The night passed slowly. | listened to thousands of ticks on the clock with eyes wide awake, dealing with so 
many thoughts inside of my head. After a few hours, | made my way out to the living room, and sat down at 
the desk, booting up our shared laptop and started to write. It took me most of the night to get through my 
narrative, as my fingers flew over the keys, desperate to get all the facts down onto the screen. | wanted 
them to know what happened, they deserved to know all of it. 


It was now the early hours of the morning. | stared out to the window until | saw the first early morning rays 
of sunlight break through the darkness. My cup of tea still sat next to the computer, only missing a few sips, 
now cold and completely wasted. The photograph | had taken off the wall also still sat perfectly on the desk. | 
looked at it one last time and then flipped it over. | had been awake all night after the others had gone to bed, 
desperately trying to finish the story and not to wake them. Now it was nearly done. They would be awake 
soon, | had to hurry. 


| stared at the blinking cursor for what seemed like an eternity, not sure if | had anything else left inside of 
me, before writing down the last lines of text with steady, capable hands and hitting the print button. The 
printer whirred into action as the first black and white lines of my words came spilling out onto the table. | 
took a moment and ran my fingers over the still damp text, feeling each memory, each emotion as it came to 
life. Taking off my glasses, | folded them up and sat them down next to the computer, and waited until 
everything had finished printing before hitting the delete button. | grabbed my favorite cream colored sweater, 


now completely dry, throwing it over my shoulders and headed outside. 


In the beginning hours of a new day, | took a walk along the beach where | had been last night, stepping past 
the scattered debris that has washed up onto the shore with a graceful sidestep. My footprints had long since 
been washed away. The soft sand gave way to the beginnings of a rocky path which led up to the scenic 
overlook that tourists would flock to during the summertime months, not far from my home. | would often go 
up there on the warm, humid summer nights with my telescope and stargaze for hours. This was my home 
away from home, a place where infinity and reality met. My feet followed the path, around the twists and 
turns to the summit, where | stopped to take in the sight before me. It was glorious. The sun was slowly rising 
over the mountains, giving the fog far below a ghastly, eerie appearance. The seagulls were calling, ringing in 
the morning with their shrill pitch. | walked to the edge and looked down to the crashing waves far below. 
Dangerous, jagged teeth of rocks jutted out in every direction like some sort of ragged monster, waiting to 


devour it's prey. It was so beautiful. 
"It took you long enough to get here." A voice spoke from behind me. 


| didn't turn around. "| got lost along the way." | replied. A few moments of silence passed between us. The wind 


felt warm as it blew through my hair, and | watched the birds soar high on the currents of air. | thought | 
heard someone shouting my name far away. "How did you know that I'd come here?" | asked, my tone strong 


and steady. 


He let out a light chuckle. | always loved to hear him laugh. He had the best laugh in the world. It was 
infectious and made me feel at ease. "I think that we both knew that it would come to this, eventually. This 


could be any place, any time. All| had to do was wait for you to decide, and I'd be there." 
"Why?" | kept my eyes fixed on the waves. Was that my name being called out? "Why did you come for me?" 


"Because I've been with you since the beginning.’ He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around my torso, 
locking me into a tight embrace. | closed my eyes and leaned back against him. "It's only fitting that | should be 
with you at the end, right?" 


| whispered. "Is this the end?" The shouting was growing louder, becoming closer. | wanted it to stop, all | 


wanted to hear was his voice and those soothing waves far, far below. 
"The choice is yours, it always has been, Dustin. Light or Dark, good or bad. Me or him." 


| could feel his breath on my skin. | opened my eyes and looked down, seeing small figures of people that | know 
sprinting up the rocky path. It was Adam and Ron. | rested my hand over his for a few moments, admiring the 
slender shape of each of his fingers, and feeling the weight of his chest against my back. We had been through 
so much, and now it was time to make the final decision. | glanced down at the two men hurrying up the hill 
again, in a few moments they would be here. They were running so fast, | could almost hear their hearts 


pumping furiously. 

He unlaced his fingers from mine and kissed the side of my neck. | melted into him. The soft sounds of the 
waves far below us made his voice seem so gentle. "I can take all the indecision, all the worry, all the pain 
away." Then he stepped back away from me and | was left alone with only the wind whispering to me. 
"Why?" | asked again 

A voice on the breeze. "Because | love you." 

Those words, those simple words were the ones | wanted to hear. They validated everything, brought it all into 
perspective, and gave my actions meaning. | started to walk, noticing how my feet made a strange crunching 
sound on the rocks underneath them. 

He loved me. 

He always did. 

But | was always afraid of it. 


As | approached the edge, | hung my toes over it slightly and looked down. Resolution was there below me. 


Angst and confusion were above me. All | had to do was make a choice. Could | give up the starlight sky, the 
bright moonlight and infinite reaches of galaxies for the unknown? The waves below seemed so soft, so 


welcoming. 


| heard the voices calling to me, just a few feet away and | turned around to face them, the ocean far behind 
me. | held my arm up, and Adam and Ron stopped in their tracks, too afraid to move. "Dustin, for God sake 
stop this" Ron called out to me. He was panting and gasping for breath, the exhaustion from the long run down 
the beach catching up with him. His eyes pleaded with me. | remained silent. "Listen, | told you once before that 
whatever this is, we can get through it together.. but you can't leave, not like this. There are people who still 


care for you." 
Remembering Adam's words, his threat. | glanced from him back to Ron. "Like you?" | asked, coldly. 


Ron was taken back by the tone in my voice. "Of course like me! You're more to me than just a friend, you're 


family. | made you a promise and | intend to keep it” 


| made a promise to someone once." The wind whipped over the edge, blowing through my hair and billowing 
out my sweater in dramatic effect. "It was such a little promise. One that should have been easy to keep, but 
in the end, | made a foolish mistake and broke that promise. Now | have a chance to make everything right 


again" 


"This isn't the way." Ron shouted at me. | noticed that Adam kept his distance, a little further away from me 
than Ron did, and he kept his eyes locked right on me, almost as if trying to anticipate something that was 
going to happen. Could he take this chance to.. Ron held his arm out to me. "Come back, away from the edge 
there and talk. If you don't want to talk to the doctors, that's fine, you can talk to me again. We can get 
through this. Do my feelings mean nothing to you?" 


"I tried, Ron. Really | did. | thought that | got back everything that was taken away from me, but in truth, | 
didn't. | lost two of the people that | loved the most. | lost Ben, | lost Brock. Nothing will ever bring them back, 
and until | atone for what | did to them, | will forever be in torment." | balled my hand into a tight fist as | 
spoke, my fingernails gripping so hard that they bit into my flesh. 


"Don't say that! You haven't lost everyone! Dustin, you're finally getting your life back together." Ron hesitated 
for a moment, as if he was debating what his next words would be. He was holding something back, | could 
easily tell. Part of me knew what those words were. He said them to me back at the hospital without even 
saying them out loud, | saw it in his eyes. Now | didn't want to hear them. | prayed that he wouldn't say them. 
| held my breath and waited for him to speak again. There was a possibility.. "Please, | am begging you.. just 
walk away from this. You can do it. Come home with us." 


| let out a sigh of relief, he couldn't do it. He couldn't give up that part of himself to save me. | was thankful. 
"Home." The word lingered on my lips as though | was tasting it. "| want to go home." 


Without another word, | stretched my arms out and took a step backwards. Adam rushed past Ron, nearly 


knocking him over, trying to reach out for me. His fingers barely gripped mine, a light touch for a moment, 
before | started falling backwards off the cliff. His eyes were wide and there were tears streaming down his 


cheeks as he slowly faded out of my line of vision 


It felt like | was flying, soaring high above the heavens and the clouds, in a daydream of peacefulness and 
serenity. | couldn't hear their voices calling me, | couldn't hear the seagulls screeching off in the distance, even 
the sound of the ocean churning below me was gone. | saw their faces, one last time, locked in a horrified 
expression. Adam was standing on the edge of the cliff, still looking down and Ron was on his knees, his hands 
covering his mouth to keep from screaming. They started to fade away from me and | couldn't help but to 
smile, because | knew that they'd be able to move on with their lives now. | was jealous, in a way. Had | made 
the other choice, | would forever be burdened with this guilt, and no matter how many therapy sessions | had, 
no matter how many friendly discussions or apologies | could make, nothing would ever take the pain away 
from me. | would never hurt them again. What lurked inside my head had shown me my own arrogance, my 
own faults and | could not hate it. | missed Benjamin. | missed Brock It took those things being taken away from 


me for me to realize how much they both truly meant to me. 


As | was falling, | felt something brush past my cheek. My eyes focused on it and | smiled. A small black shape, 
only a few inches in diameter. A reminder. | reached up and grasped it in my hand. Was it a black feather, or a 
scrap of black material from shredded robes? | opened my hand and smiled as it caught an air current and 


fluttered away. That's what it was. How could it be anything else? 


He waited for me. 

| knew he would. 

He told me everything was going to be alright. 
| believed him. 

| trusted him. 


| loved him. 


Standing on the edge of the stage, | looked out to the audience beyond. It was an ocean of fans, all cheering, 
clapping, singing along with music. Everyone was here. Adam was twirling his drumsticks in dramatic 
showmanship without missing a beat of music, Ron was to my right, putting out the heavy bass beats and 
playing up to the crowd. On my left was Brock, shredding the tunes with his signature perfect precision | 
pointed to the side of the stage, and Benjamin walked out, picking up a microphone and joining me.. the crowd 


went wild. 


htps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsWDUvuFOXc 


